
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rcdi20

Classroom Discourse

ISSN: 1946-3014 (Print) 1946-3022 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rcdi20

‘This is where my inner history teacher appears’:
a methodological approach to analysing student
teachers’ professional identity in interaction

Johan Christensson

To cite this article: Johan Christensson (2018): ‘This is where my inner history teacher appears’:
a methodological approach to analysing student teachers’ professional identity in interaction,
Classroom Discourse, DOI: 10.1080/19463014.2018.1530685

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/19463014.2018.1530685

© 2018 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 05 Dec 2018.

Submit your article to this journal 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rcdi20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rcdi20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/19463014.2018.1530685
https://doi.org/10.1080/19463014.2018.1530685
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcdi20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcdi20&show=instructions
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19463014.2018.1530685&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-12-05
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19463014.2018.1530685&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-12-05


‘This is where my inner history teacher appears’: a
methodological approach to analysing student teachers’
professional identity in interaction
Johan Christensson

Academy of Education and Economy, Department of Humanities, University of Gävle, Gävle, Sweden

ABSTRACT
By testing a model for analysing identity in interaction, the present
article explores how a history student teacher produces social
identity in relation to his future profession as a teacher, with an
important point of departure being the relationship between the
academic and professional aspects of teacher education. This is
addressed through an empirical analysis of a student teacher’s
identity production in a specific academic setting: a bachelor
thesis course. The main body of data consists of audio recordings
and video recordings from a group of three student teachers
giving feedback on each other’s theses. With respect to methodol-
ogy, the article employs a model from multimodal (inter)action
analysis that focuses on the concept of vertical identity – the
notion that identity in interaction is produced in three layers of
discourse simultaneously. The results show that the main partici-
pant produces the identity of history teacher in an academic
setting where such identity production is not encouraged, e.g.
by resemiotisising curricula: thus, policy documents can work as
a tool when producing teacher identity. This production of identity
is done by employing strong agency, which consequently points
to the need of a more elaborated discussion on agency in the
tested model.

KEYWORDS
Identity; teacher identity;
multimodal (inter)action
analysis; mediated discourse
analysis; agency

1. Introduction

It might seem obvious that teacher education should help student teachers develop a
professional identity. However, which aspects of the education process affect identi-
tyand how they do so is a largely unanswered question (Lee and Schallert 2016). A
traditional view in the milieu of teacher education is that teacher identity is a complex
composition of an individual’s personal and professional features, often seen as some-
thing that develops gradually (Beijaard 2017). The teacher identity of students is usually
researched within the field of educational studies (e.g. Beauchamp and Thomas 2009;
Lee and Schallert 2016), and there seems to be a need for student teachers to relate to
their future profession during the course of their education. At the same time, Swedish
teacher education is connected to subject matter in different disciplines, and to related
views on how to conduct research. As Lena, a tutor for student teachers in the subject of
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history, puts it: ‘Student teachers can’t have a teacher identity when writing a thesis.
They must put that aside and focus on the subject matter, and put everything together
later’, as told in an interview, November 17, 2015. This quote possibly echoes an
ongoing discussion regarding the general outlines of Swedish teacher education, and
one core issue in particular: the relationship between the academic aspects and the
professional aspects of teacher education (see Råde 2014). Such discussions are, at least
on a societal level, affected by political ruling and regulations (Beach and Bagley 2012),
and the tutor seems to actualise this discussion by positioning teacher identity as
something opposed to the academic practice of writing a thesis in history. However,
as Peterman (2017) shows in her overview of teacher identity in relation to content and
academic subject matter, subject matter is very important for student teachers when
identifying with their future profession. This also resonates with the image of the teacher
ascribed by the Swedish state in the policy documents that Moonie Simmie and Edling
(2018, 9) examine, where teachers are regarded as ‘bearers of knowledge and values’.

Considering the above, teacher education in Sweden is a politicised matter that has,
both historically and more recently, received criticism in different ways. An example of this
is that Swedish teacher education can be perceived as undemanding and non-academic,
something that might be explained partly by a gap between theoretical and practical
aspects of the education (Carlgren and Marton 2007, 93). This highlights a possible tension
between academia and profession, which might be explained, at least in part, by the fact
that Swedish teacher education has historically gone through an ‘academisation’, mainly by
introducing the academic thesis as an obligatory feature (Erixon Arreman and Erixon 2017).
Student teachers in Sweden may choose a variety of subjects in different combinations, but
the general design for a Swedish teacher education programme is a combination of
academic work and teacher training, with a strong focus on the former.

With all this in mind, this paper focuses on the identity production of a student
teacher writing his bachelor thesis in the subject of history. The study is positioned
within the field of visual discourse analysis, as well as in interactional sociolinguistics,
through a discourse analytical approach to interactional data. The primary intention of
the paper is to contribute to research on student teacher identity, which appears to be
an under-researched area within applied linguistics. However, applied linguistics con-
cerns itself with a variety of topics in relation to language teacher identity (for an
overview, see Barkhuizen 2017), such as relating to the image of being a competent
language teacher (Li 2017) and examining how emotions can affect language teachers’
performance in classrooms (Song 2016). More specifically, the aim of this paper can be
separated into two parts: firstly, a methodological aim is to test a model for analysing
identity in interaction, and to evaluate its use for analysing student teachers’ identities
as they are produced in interactional data. Secondly, an empirical aim is to explore how
student teachers interactionally relate to their future profession in academic settings
(where such identity work is not explicitly encouraged), and to understand which actors
and institutions are involved in the production of identities linked to future professions.

2. Teacher identity

Many researchers define identity in a broad sense, and theoretical assumptions regard-
ing identity often seem to be implicit, as Bucholtz and Hall (2010) observe. Bucholtz and
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Hall (2010, 18) define identity as ‘the social positioning of self and other’, which aligns
with a common view within several different disciplines within linguistics on identity as
a social phenomenon, e.g. research on writing (Lillis 2013), interactional sociolinguistics
(Kahlin 2008; Deppermann 2013; Barone and Lazzaro-Salazar 2015) and discourse ana-
lysis (Lane 2009). Identity, according to this view, is not to be understood as stable and
rigid, but instead is to be seen as an ongoing process: that is, ‘identity is identification’
(Blommaert 2005, 205). This perspective on identity has been exposed to criticism,
mainly due to the potential problem of making substantiated claims when analysing a
phenomenon that is described as a socially constructed process (e.g. Brubaker and
Cooper 2000). In this paper, identity should be understood as ‘[…] the sociological
make-up of a social actor’ (Norris 2011:xv) and as being performed through social action
(Scollon 2001); consequently, identity can be approached as the linguistic capacity of
placing yourself and others in the social world (Jenkins 2008). Hence, the teacher
identity of student teachers in this article is to be understood as the process of orienting
towards the teaching profession through social action in interaction.

Research on teacher identity can be separated into at least two areas: active
teachers’ professional identity and student teachers’ professional identity. In a
Swedish context, teacher identity is something mainly dealt with in educational
sciences (e.g. Rhöse 2003; Colliander 2018), and naturally there is a focus on active
teachers as the object of study. Internationally, however, the interest in student
teachers’ professional identity appears to be more developed. This can be seen in
the ideas of Akkerman and Meijer (2011), who draw on dialogical self-theory when
approaching teacher identity (an approach further used by van Rijswiik et al. 2013;
Friesen and Besley 2013; Arvaja 2016), and aim to take account of three major aspects
of identity: the multiplicity of identity, the discontinuity of identity, and the social
nature of identity. These three aspects stress that identity is ‘not a fixed and stable
entity, but rather shifts with time and context’ (Akkerman and Meijer 2011, 308–309).
With regard to teacher identity, Akkerman and Meijer (2011) draw the conclusion that
both micro-analysis and macro-analysis are needed to capture the complexity of
teacher identity. This is something van Rijswijk, Akkerman, and Koster (2013) build
on, as they look at student teachers’ development of teacher identity. They find that
students put personal and professional experiences in relation to voices from ‘sig-
nificant others’, and use these voices for filling three main functions: as authority
strengthening statements, as markers of a good teacher, and as the embodiment of
the nature of learning (van Rijswijk, Akkerman, and Koster 2013).

In order to highlight the particular setting of student teachers in academia, I use the
framework of Macken-Horarik et.al. (2006; drawing on Northedge 2003) of three dis-
course domains as a base for what student teachers need to cope with when navigating
academia: the academic discourse domain, the professional discourse domain, and the
everyday discourse domain. As used by Macken Horarik et al. (2006), who employ a
systemic-functional linguistic perspective, these discourse domains can be related to
registers and text types that can be perceived as typical clusters of linguistic features
within each discourse domain. In order to clarify, a way for a student teacher to actualise
for example the professional discourse domain would be to use practical language or
terms associated with the teacher profession, as well as referring to text types used in
schools (Macken-Horarik et al. 2006).
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The three discourse domains have recently been used fruitfully within teacher educa-
tion in the Swedish project The struggle for the text (see Erixon 2017), and by using the
discourse domains in this project, the linguistic movement of student teachers between
several discourse domains becomes visible in the ‘struggle’ to achieve an approved
thesis. Furthermore, inspired by Coldron and Smith’s (1999) reasoning that teachers
need to see and present themselves as teachers, Arneback, Englund, and Solbrekke
(2017) study the development of student teachers’ professional identities through their
writing. Interestingly, the study shows that student teachers seem to develop a profes-
sional identity mainly through different professional discourses (Arneback, Englund, and
Solbrekke 2017). The data gathered in The struggle for the text have also been used in
separate studies, e.g. on how student teachers use specific linguistic resources, such as
questions, to move between the discourse domains (Blåsjö and Christensson 2018). It is
reasonable to argue that student teachers need to navigate through some, if not all, of
the three discourse domains during the course of their education. It is important to note
that each discourse domain might be split into several discourse domains, e.g. discipline
related domains within the academic discourse domain (Blåsjö and Josephson 2017). I
see the discourse domains as a tool for framing the complex linguistic environment that
student teachers need to navigate, and I use it as an interpretative lens for under-
standing potential boundaries that student teachers encounter as participants in
Swedish teacher education.

3. Mediated discourse analysis and multimodal (inter)action analysis

The overarching theoretical framework in this study is mediated discourse analysis
(MDA: Scollon 2001; Scollon and Scollon 2004), where the focus is directed towards
social action as taking place in the intersection of three major forces: the historical body,
the interaction order, and discourses in place. When focusing on social action, all these
aspects come in to play. Thus, considering identity as a phenomenon that participants
produce through their actions, their embodied previous experiences (historical body),
the situational norms of interacting with other social actors (interaction order), and
discourses that are used to perform actions (discourses in place) must be taken into
account.

In order to study identity through social action, I focus on identity elements. The
notion of identity elements originated in Sigrid Norris’ (2011) framework for analysing
identity in interaction: Multimodal (inter)action analysis (hereafter, MIA), a theoretical
and methodological approach that is tightly anchored in MDA. In order to study such a
complex phenomenon as social identity, one ought to employ theoretical perspectives
and methodology that strives to acknowledge this complexity through the analytical
process. Acknowledging the complexity of social situations is an important aspect of
MDA (Jones and Norris 2005), which is consequently a motivation for using Norris’ (2011)
methodology to study identity.

A fundamental idea in MIA is that social actors produce a variety of identity elements
in interaction, often simultaneously, where an identity element can be understood as
expressing a situational identity. Identity elements should not be seen as rigid cate-
gories, but rather as fragments, or pieces, of a puzzle that can be regarded as the
identity of a social actor (Norris 2011). The benefit of using identity elements as a
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theoretical and methodological approach to identity in interaction is that it makes a
relatively disparate phenomenon more manageable, without neglecting the complex
aspects of identity as a process and as a social phenomenon (Christensson 2017).

To further narrow the focus, this study concentrates on vertical identity production
(Norris 2011). Vertical identity highlights the statement that identity elements are
simultaneously produced in three layers of discourse: The outer layers of discourse,
the intermediary layers of discourse, and the central layers of discourse. However, Norris
(2011, 179) emphasises, ‘there often are many more layers if we were to tease them all
apart’. The outer layers of discourse represent society at large and the institutions that
the social actor encounters. This layer produces general identity elements (i.e. models of
identity, Wortham 2006). The intermediary layer of discourse points to longstanding
actions related to the social actor’s immediate and extended networks, and produces
continuous identity elements. The central layers of discourse actualise social actors’
immediate actions and produce immediate identity elements. As a hands-on example
of how these layers of discourse are actualised simultaneously, in an ethnographic study
of a divorced woman, Norris (2011) found that legal discourse produced a strong
general divorcee identity element that could be perceived as quite negative (a woman
treating her husband badly by initiating a divorce, trying to take custody of the
children), while at the same time the woman’s closer networks produced a continuous
divorcee identity element with rather positive connotations (a strong woman leaving a
bad marriage). Norris’ (2011, 56) data consisted of ‘two one-year developmental long-
itudinal case studies’, resulting in, e.g. 60 h of video and audio recordings, and she, at
times, lived with the participants during field work. Hence, she came to know them quite
well.

The relationship between social action and discourses in vertical identity production,
building from micro-level to macro-level, shows similarities to Fairclough’s (1992) view
on the relationship between text and context, as well as Linell’s (2011) framework for
analysing communicative practices, in which the outer and intermediate layers of
discourse could be described as the ‘socio-communicative environment’ (Linell 2011,
161) of a social action. The outer layer of discourse mainly becomes visible when social
actors break the established rules for a certain identity element (Norris 2011), a phe-
nomenon that can be observed in a short study by Matelau (2015) where she looks at
agency in the production of cultural identity of two Māori women, and finds that
different identities may be forced upon or enacted by the participants. It is clear that
the participants relate in different ways to Māori identity elements produced in several
layers of discourse and, by analysing vertical identity, Matelau (2015) manages to make
actors and institutions that are involved in the Māori identity production visible, thus
showing how the participants relate to identity elements produced in different layers of
discourse. Typical entities manifesting in the three layers of discourse in the model used
by Matelau (2015) are the participants’ immediate actions in the central layers of
discourse; family and friends in the intermediary layers of discourse; and the Māori
community construct in the outer layers of discourse. However, in order to streamline
this model and adapt it for the type of interaction analysed in this paper, I focus on the
different actors and institutions involved in identity production. Figure 1 gives an over-
view on how the types of actors involved in identity production vary between the
different layers of discourse.
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As can be seen in Figure 1, individual social actors and smaller networks are repre-
sented by discourse in the central and intermediary layers of discourse, and larger
institutions in society are represented by discourses in the outer layers of discourse.
This is elaborated further in another graphic format in the analysis (see Section 6).

Discourse, in this study, should be understood as language in use. A common view on
the function of discourse is that discourse, to a certain extent, controls social actors and
limits their possibilities of performing actions. This view of discourse is manifested in the
framework for vertical identity analysis, mainly through the explanation of the outer
layers of discourse, where Norris (2011, 180) states that ‘the outer layers of discourse
refer to the societal forces [. . .] that the social actor has to respond to and/or deal with’.
This actualises the notion of agency. Linell (1998, 270) defines agency as ‘the ability to
think and act freely’, and Pirini (2017) draws from this view when suggesting that agency
is ‘the ability to produce and initiate actions’. Following Scollon’s (2001) reasoning that
identity is performed through social action, one could then argue that social actors have
the opportunity to employ agency while producing identity. Consequently, Norris (2011)
observes that social actors can employ agency in relation to identity production through
the different layers of discourse, thus potentially having a choice of accepting or
rejecting an identity element. However, Norris (2011) claims that a social actor is truly
agentive in the central layers of discourse.

Drawing on Scollon’s (2001) definition of social practice as social action with a history,
Norris (2004) differentiates between lower-level actions and higher-level actions. A
lower-level action can be understood as ‘a mode’s smallest pragmatic meaning unit’
(Norris and Makboon 2015, 44). Higher-level actions, on the other hand, consist of
chained lower-level actions, where writing on a piece of paper could be part of a larger
activity, e.g. having a meeting. Higher-level actions can in turn be embedded and
chained together in scales, which Norris (2017) shows in her study of driving and car
talk. Norris (2017) finds that the action of talking in the car is surrounded by the larger
action of driving the car, which itself can be surrounded by the larger action of, e.g.
going to the store for shopping. In this way, higher-level actions become embedded in
other higher-level actions. In this study, higher-level action is regarded as a term
compatible with the notion of social practice, and is used to emphasise the meaning
of social actors’ actions.

Layers of discourse Involved in production Identity elements produced

Outer layers Society and institutions General identity elements

Intermediary layers Immediate and extended

networks

Continuous identity elements

Central layers Social actor Immediate identity elements

Figure 1. Overview of vertical identity production, based on Norris (2011, 179–180).
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4. Data overview and method for analysis

The data used in this paper originate from a more extensive study of student teachers
writing their bachelor theses in the subject of history, where 13 student teachers met for 8
seminars during the fall of 2015. The student teachers are participants in a bachelor thesis
course in history, which takes place during semester 4.1 A tutor (Lena) led each seminar,
which consisted of twomain parts: a discussion and a workshop. The student teachers were
given instructions on how they should be prepared for each seminar. These preparatory
instructions required them to write a draft of a selected section of their bachelor thesis and
to read the other students’ drafts of the same section, in order to provide feedback on their
work at the upcoming seminar. These instructions were highly focused on the task of
writing a bachelor thesis, and no professional aspects of teacher education were mentioned
in the instructions. The final seminar is labelled framläggning (thesis defence), and it is an
assessed activity where student teachers defend their theses in a supposedly critical
discussion with another student teacher in the role of discussant. This is an important social
practice in Swedish academia (Blåsjö and Christensson 2018), and it is related to the Swedish
PhD defence (see Mežek and Swales 2016, for an overview of the PhD defence in Sweden).

During the first session, the students were divided into smaller groups consisting of 3–5
students based on their subjects, and these groups stayed together until the final seminar.
This study focuses on one student teacher: Jens. He is part of a groupwith two other student
teachers, Viktor and Samuel. All three were working on their theses during the entire period
of the study. Other participants entered and left the group at different stages due to various
circumstances, such as withdrawing from the class and illness. All participants in the study
had given informed consent by completing a form prior to data collection. As can be seen in
Figure 2, out of all the data that were collected for the initial stages of this study, only a small
part of the analysed data, naturally, is actually presented as extracts in this article.

The audio and video data in Figure 2 were collected by employing an ethnographic
perspective and using ethnographic methods (Green and Bloomes 1997), meaning that I
observed the students’ seminars, making detailed field notes, while at the same time
recording the interactions that occurred. I also conducted two semi-structured interviews
with the tutor (autumn 2015 and spring 2016) and one stimulated recall interview with Jens
and Viktor (spring 2017). During the stimulated recall, the student teachers were shown the
video recordings and encouraged to discuss preliminary analyses that I showed them. They
were also given a chance, yet again, to reflect thoroughly upon their participation in this
research project, and informed consent was granted during this session. This could be
described as using ‘playback methodology’ (Norris 2011, 59).

Data Quantity

Audio recordings (seminar interaction) 320 minutes

Audio recordings (interviews) 100 minutes

Video recordings (seminar interaction) 130 minutes

Observational field notes 5 seminars 

Figure 2. Overview of data collection.
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The video recordings took place in a workspace at a department in a Swedish
university. Upon a request from the students’ tutor, I conducted the video recording
in a space separated from the larger seminar room. I was present during the entire
recording process.

The transcriptions of video recordings and audio recordings of the student seminar
interaction are the primary sources of data used in the analysis. However, observational
field notes and transcriptions of interviews serve as a set of data that are necessary to
interpret different actions in interactional identity production. Since ethnography is
crucial for understanding the actions of social actors (Scollon and Scollon 2004), the
different data collected with ethnographic methods are an important asset to this study.

Audio data were transcribed mainly in accordance with Jeffersonian transcription
conventions, as described by Atkinson and Heritage (1999). However, since this paper is
not within the field of conversation analysis, little consideration has been paid to
language features on the micro-level, such as breath, pause length and intonation.
Pauses are indicated with ‘(.)’ to facilitate the reading of transcriptions. The English
translations are non-literal, in the sense that they are translated to make the interactions
understandable for the reader. The transcription of video data is inspired by Norris’
(2004) instructions for multimodal transcription.

The method used for analysing identity is MIA, with a focus on vertical identity, as
presented in previous sections of this article (see Figure 1). In order to use this method
stringently in relation to teacher identity, as it is produced in interaction, the examples
analysed in this paper have been excerpted through a participatory perspective, mean-
ing that I focus on segments where the participants bring the teacher profession into
being through social action. In the first instance, six segments, of approximately one
minute each, were identified from the data to be studied more closely. Finally, two
segments were chosen for in-depth analysis, and were consequently represented in this
study. The two segments were chosen based on their potential ability to show different
aspects of identity production, thus being relevant cases for testing the model used in
the analysis. To give an overview of how data have been processed, the analytical
workflow can be described in three general steps (of course, these steps often overlap
in practice):

1. Navigating the data. Identifying actions where participants orient towards the
teaching profession by using digital software for qualitative data analysis (NVivo)
to search through transcriptions, and find where participants explicitly mention the
teaching profession. These searches were performed at an initial stage as a way to
navigate the data, and with the awareness that they might not recognise instances
where the teacher profession was made relevant in other ways. The study dis-
regards the frequency of such instances.

2. Mapping discourses. Mapping the discourses (Scollon and Scollon 2004) used in
these actions, using MIA to find potential identity elements produced in the
selected actions.

3. Analysing vertical identity. Analysing vertical identity in three different layers of
discourse (Norris 2011), leading to the possibility of identifying the most prominent
actors and institutions that Jens uses in his identity production.
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4.1. Introducing the participants

In this section, I will introduce the participants by giving a brief overview of Jens, as well
as the two other student teachers present in my data, all of whom were working on their
bachelor theses. All participants are referred to by pseudonyms. Jens was between 30
and 35 years old at the time of the observation. He dropped out of high school and
worked in several occupations, including as a caretaker, salesman, and substitute tea-
cher, before returning to school to complete his gymnasieexamen (Swedish equivalent of
the General Equivalency Diploma). Jens stated in the interviews that his motivation to
become a teacher was that teaching is constantly shifting, challenging and developing.
The two other students working together with Jens were Samuel and Viktor. They were
about the same age as Jens and had relatively similar backgrounds. Also attending some
of the discussions was the students’ tutor, Lena, who was in charge of the bachelor
thesis course.

The three students were writing about three different subjects: Jens’ bachelor thesis
was about men’s use of beauty products in the mid-20th century, using a large Swedish
survey (Gallup) as his data source. Samuel was writing about stances on obesity found in
North American newspapers during the early 20th century, and Viktor was writing about
narratives from interviews with people in the Swedish military service from the mid-20th

century.
As a researcher, I gained access to the bachelor thesis course by first contacting the

administration of the chosen department, having been directed to the tutor, Lena. Here,
it is relevant to observe that I myself have a background in teacher education, since that
experience seemed to be an important tool for talking to the students about their
education. The students seemed to adapt rather quickly to my presence and to the
recording situation. However, my being in the room might have affected the data, of
course.

In regard to the group dynamics of the three student teachers, one of the students,
Samuel, brought cookies to every seminar, which were usually placed on a table
between the students. I understood this as a friendly gesture in which the cookies can
be seen as a frozen action (Norris 2004) related to Samuel’s interest in baking. After the
first seminar, he brought cookies for me as well. I noticed early on in my field notes that
the interaction in the student group could be described as ‘boyish’, based on the
students’ relatively extensive use of swear words and jokes, and the fact that utterances
were often accompanied with physical body actions such as punching someone’s knee
or back.

5. Analysis

5.1. Higher-level action: discussing the aim of the thesis

At this moment during the video recorded seminar (October 2015), Jens has just
received feedback from Samuel and Viktor on his thesis. During the discussions prior
to when extract 1 starts, Jens dominates the discussions, and at times has had to
encourage the other two student teachers to speak up and to give him constructive
criticism. After a while, he starts to discuss the aim of his thesis, which can be seen in
extract 1.

CLASSROOM DISCOURSE 9



Extract 1 (Jens: student teacher)

(01) Jens: syftet med den här undersökningen alltså syftet med hela den här

the aim of this study well the point of all this

(02) skiten (.) är ju att blottlägga (.) det skriver jag ju i

crap (.) is to uncover (.) I wrote this in my

(03) inledningen är ju att vi ska problematisera den manligheten och

introduction is that we’re supposed to problematize masculinity and

(04) genom att så att säga titta på tidigare tider hur det har

by so to say looking at earlier times how things have

(05) förändrats (.) så kanske vi kan problematisera även (.) dagens

changed (.) then maybe we can even problematise (.) today’s

(06) ideal på något sätt och vi kan förstå att dom är konstruerade

ideal somehow and we can understand that they’re constructed

(07) genom att studera hur ideal tidigare har varit konstruerade (.)

by studying how ideals have previously been constructed (.)

(08) och det här här kommer historieläraren inom mig fram va för att

and this is where my inner history teacher appears because

(09) vad det handlar om är ju nån form av historiemedvetande (.) så

what it’s about is some kind of awareness of history (.) so

Jens is discussing the relevance of his thesis in relation to the idea of using history to
understand the present. First, he explicitly focuses on the aim of his thesis. He then
widens his scope by talking about ‘all of this crap’ (line 01–02), something that I interpret
as referring to his work with the thesis on a larger scale. The focal point is made clear on
line 08, when Jens states: ‘this is where my inner history teacher appears’, followed by a
statement that clarifies his wish to contribute to ‘some kind of awareness of history’ (line
09). By using the mode of speech to bring up his inner history teacher, Jens here
produces an immediate identity element as a history teacher by using discourse in the
central layers of discourse. In doing so, the identity element as history teacher is
produced through the higher-level action of discussing the aim of the study that is
embedded in the higher-level action of giving feedback. When Jens mentions his inner
history teacher, he gains the focused attention of both Samuel (in the middle) and Viktor
(to the right), as illustrated in Figure 3.

Figure 3 shows how Samuel (in the middle), who has been looking at his e-book
reader, first lifts his head upwards and turns towards Jens. At this point, Jens is still
speaking and makes a pause after uttering ‘awareness of history’ (historiemedvetande,

Figure 3. Transcription of gaze.
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translated), while looking at Viktor and then looking towards Samuel. The function of the
pause Jens makes in line 09 appears to be to ensure he has the attention of both Samuel
and Viktor, which in turn indicates that he is aiming to co-produce the identity element
as a history teacher with the network physically closest to him at the moment – his
fellow student teachers. Here, Jens is using the mode of gaze to co-produce a contin-
uous identity element as a history teacher through intermediary layers of discourse, a
subtle identity production that is produced in a mode that requires simultaneous
analysis of both oral text and photo or video data to find.

With respect to the outer layers of discourse, an important thing to notice is that
‘awareness of history’ is a phrase that links to the curricula of history in Swedish schools
and high schools, where a main goal is that pupils are supposed to ‘develop their
awareness of history’ (Skolverket 2017a, 2017b). At this point in the interaction, Jens is
potentially using discourse tightly connected to institutions such as the Swedish
National Agency for Education by resemiotising (Scollon and Scollon 2004, 170) curricula
in history. Relating the academic work to curricula is a higher-level action that might be
expected of students in teacher education but, according to recordings and observa-
tions, this is a rare event when writing a bachelor thesis in history.

In order to visualise prominent actors and institutions involved in Jens production of
an identity element as a history teacher, these are represented in Figure 4. The model
design is from Matelau (2015, 263), and it shows actors and institutions used by Jens in
his identity production in extract 1 (see Figure 1 for further explanation of actors in the
different layers of discourse).

Jens is almost simultaneously performing these actions within the frame of the
higher-level social action of discussing the aim of the thesis, but he uses different
modes and mediational means in the different layers of discourse. In the central layers
of discourse, he produces the identity element as a history teacher by explicitly bringing
up his ‘inner history teacher’. Furthermore, by using the mode of gaze, he co-produces
the same identity element with his fellow student teachers in the intermediary layers of
discourse. In the outer layers of discourse, he co-produces the identity element as a

The Swedish National Agency for 
Education (co-producing)

Student teachers
(co-producing)

Jens (producing)

Figure 4. Prominent actors in Jens’ vertical identity production of an identity element as history
teacher.

CLASSROOM DISCOURSE 11



history teacher with The Swedish National Agency for Education, by using discourse
connected to that institution. In summary, I argue that he produces an identity element
as a history teacher in several layers of discourse at the same time.

The higher-level action of discussing the aim of the thesis is an action in which the
production of an identity element as a history teacher can be performed. Discussing the
aim of the thesis is then an action that has the potential to facilitate the use of discourse to
move between the academic and professional discourse domains. For comparison, Extract 2
showswhen Jens is defending his thesis at the final seminar (December 2015), which is quite a
different setting compared to the informal discussions between the students at previous
seminars. At this point, the student responsible for acting as Jens’ discussant initiates the
action of discussing the aim of the thesis, and when he asks about themotive of the thesis, he
sorts the motives into two major groups: ‘research gap’ and ´private motives´.

Extract 2 (Discussant: student teacher, Jens: student teacher)

(01) Disc. ett [motiv] som har att göra med en brist i forskningen som du

One [motive] that has to do with a research gap that you

(02)?tf= anser att (.) din (.) egen (.) uppsats kan (.) ja göra något

believe that (.) your (.) own (.) thesis can (.) well do something

(03) åt och sen det här andra som känns mer privat eller (.)

about and then this other thing that feels more private or (.)

(04) personligare eller vad man ska kalla det för

more personal or whatever you’re supposed to call it

(05) Jens: jag skulle säga att det här med könsrelationerna är eller
maktasymmetrin

I’d say that this thing with gender relations or the power asymmetry

(06) mellan könen i världen är liksom den (.) en av dom tre skulle jag

between the genders is kind of (.) one of the three I’d

(07) nog säga stora frågorna (.) så där finns det ju ett syfte

probably say large issues (.) so there’s an aim

[...]

(08) men utifrån det skulle man ju kunna skriva

but apart from that you could write

(09) vilken uppsats som helst på ett feministiskt tema så då har jag

any kind of thesis on a feminist theme so then I’ve

(10) riktat in mig på det som jag anser då (.) vara en svaghet

targeted what I see as (.) being a weakness

[...]

(11) egentligen liksom den vetenskapliga relevansen som är

it’s really the scientific relevance that is

(12) huvudskälet varför jag har valt att skriva just den här

the main reason why I’ve chosen to write this

(13) undersökningen (.) kan man säga

thesis (.) you could say

At this point, the space in which the students are located has changed from the
working space in Extract 1 to a larger seminar room, where students take part in a well-
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established higher-level action within Swedish academia: defending a thesis. While still
performing a similar higher-level social action, as in extract 1, in this case the action of
discussing the aim of the thesis is embedded in the higher-level action of defending a
bachelor thesis. Jens has been given the role of defendant and is primarily answering
questions from the discussant, thus changing the interaction order. The presence of
other historical bodies (the other individuals in the room) also affects the discourses
surrounding the action that is being performed.

By following the rules of the defence act, in combination with answering the question
from the discussant accordingly, Jens produces an immediate identity element as a
student. Interestingly enough, he provides the motivation for the relevance of his thesis
on two levels, where he adjusts what the discussant describes as private motives to
something I interpret as social relevance (lines 8–13). Besides this, he brings up aca-
demic relevance, which he also states is the main reason for writing the thesis (lines
21–22). As opposed to Extract 1, the professional relevance of the thesis is not brought
up for discussion.

It seems that institutions actualised in the outer field of discourse differ between the
two seminars. In Extract 1, where Jens produces an identity element as a history teacher,
we can see Jens using discourses connected to his teacher education programme
(motivating the relevance of his thesis in relation to curricula), as well as schools
(resemiotising central learning goals for pupils in the subject of history). In Extract 2,
however, the major institution realised in the outer discourse layer is academic, most
likely due to the very controlled form of the final thesis seminar.

5.2. Higher-level action: giving feedback to another student

Approximately 60 min into the videotaped seminar (October 2015), the tutor, who walks
between the different student groups, joins the students. She instructs them to continue
their ongoing discussion, and it is Viktor’s thesis that is being discussed at the moment.
Viktor is, according to his own remark, having problems related to the writing of his
thesis draft. The tutor agrees and starts giving Viktor quite extensive feedback, mainly
concerning academic writing and precision in the use of methodology. First, the tutor
discusses several methodological issues on a general level and then starts to express
more specifically what she believes Viktor needs to do to improve his text. This is done
in quite a harsh tone, and Viktor only gives minimal responses, i.e. nodding. The other
students are initially silent, but after a while Jens joins the discussion by interrupting the
tutor, making eye contact with her in what can be interpreted as a way of acknowl-
edging the interaction order and of confirming that he may continue to speak, and he
starts to explain to Viktor what is needed to be done. This can be seen in extract 3.

Extract 3 (Jens: student teacher, Lena: tutor, Viktor: student teacher)

(01) Jens: jag tror att du har för mycket respekt [Viktor]

i believe that you show too much respect [Viktor]

(02) Lena: ja ja

yes yes

(03) Jens: för tidigare forskning och material alltså du har för mycket
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for previous research and data like you’ve too much

(04) respekt för liksom (.) för [handledare] om man ska säga så

respect for like (.) for [supervisor] you could say

(05) alltså för att poängen är någonstans att du måste bli smutsig

because the point is that you need to get your hands dirty

(06) alltså du måste ner i leran och brottas med dom här inte bara

like you need to get in the mud and wrestle with these not just

(07) liksom sätta dom på den här piedestalen som det känns som att

like putting them on this pedestal that you seem to be

(08) du gör hela tiden att (.) att liksom e: du måste säga så säga

doing all the time (.) that like you need to say

(09) som det är liksom att dom har inte gjort det här du ska göra det

it like it is that they haven’t done this you’re the one doing

(10) här det är du det är dig det hänger på liksom (.) och typ du

this it’s you it’s up to you (.) and like you

(11) han säger så här (.) vi får väl se om han har rätt (.) det är du

he says this (.) let’s see if he’s right (.) it’s you

(12) som avgör om dom har rätt eller om dom har fel förstår du

who decides if they’re right or wrong do you understand

(13) Viktor: ja nej men alltså

yeah no but like

(14) Lena: du kommer att bli en jävligt bra lärare du har väldigt så här

you’ll be one hell of a teacher you use very like

(15) pedagogiska formuleringar [vänd mot Jens]

pedagogical phrases [turned to Jens]

(16) Jens: ja vi får se hur det blir med uppsatsen däremot [skrattar]

yeah we’ll see what happens with the thesis though [laughing]

In Extract 3, Jens interprets what he thinks is the problem with Viktor’s relationship to
previous research (lines 01–03), giving rather direct feedback on how Viktor should
relate to other academic texts. Jens gives an extensive explanation on how he thinks
Viktor respects previous research too much, and needs to ‘get in the mud and wrestle’
(line 06) with it. Then he continues to explain how Viktor should treat this research, by
helping him find a way to identify a potential research gap (lines 09–10) and evaluate
previous research (lines 11–12). Given the direct nature of the feedback in relation to the
established interactional order and friendship between Jens and Viktor, this can be seen
as giving feedback to a friend, an interpretation that is further supported by the fact that
Viktor does not protest at all to the otherwise potentially threatening ‘do you under-
stand’ (line 12). The topic is initiated by the tutor, but sustained and changed by Jens
when he interrupts her, which further signals that this is the case of a friend helping a
friend – the interruption being needed to make a friendly delivery of the feedback.
Hence, it could be argued that Jens produces an immediate identity element as a friend
in the central layers of discourse.

When regarding the interactionally hierarchical relationship between Jens and Viktor in
this extract, perhaps a natural interpretation is that Jens is teaching Viktor how to improve
his thesis. This is at least the way the tutor seems to regard the situation when she
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acknowledges Jens’ feedback and relates it to his future profession by saying: ‘you’ll be one
hell of a teacher’ (lines 14–15). At this point, the tutor, who embodies discourses in the
intermediary layers of discourse from Jens’ perspective, regards him as a potential future
teacher based on his manner of giving feedback to Viktor. A potential reason for this is that,
apart from giving feedback being an activity expected of the student teachers when
discussing their theses, it is also a higher-level action tightly connected to their future
profession as teachers. However, Jens does not engage in co-production of an identity
element as a teacher with the tutor, mainly notable through his looking down, laughing,
and quickly shifting focus back to the thesis (line 16). This interaction in the data supports
the interpretation that Jens is not focusing on co-producing an identity element as a teacher
with the tutor at this moment; instead he seems to react uncomfortably to the role given to
him by the tutor, thus forming resistance towards this identity element in the intermediary
layers of discourse. Jens is giving his feedback using an informal tone that characterises the
everyday discourse domain (Macken Horarik et. al. 2006), which supports the idea of him
acting as a friend helping another friend. This is Jens’ way of producing the continuous
identity element as a friend in the intermediary layers of discourse, thus contesting the
identity element produced by the tutor. At this point, there are two identity elements
produced at the same time in the intermediary layers of discourse: the identity element as a
friend and the identity element as a teacher, where the former is produced and co-produced
by Jens and Viktor, and the latter is produced by the tutor and resisted by Jens. Jens seems
to employ strong agency at this point.

In the outer layers of discourse, Jens is using discourse that might be expected on a
societal level in a relationship between two friends – he is helping Viktor to overcome a
problem, and is doing so in quite an informal tone, thus actualising the everyday
discourse domain. Jens is producing a general identity element as a friend at this
point. Figure 5 shows which social actors Jens addresses and the actions he performs
using discourses in the three layers of discourse.

Jens effectively produces the identity element as a friend together with Viktor in all
three layers of discourse, although the production differs between the different layers. In

Society’s view on 
friendship (co-producing)

-Viktor (co-producing) 
-Tutor (resisting)

Jens (producing)

Figure 5. Prominent actors in Jens’ vertical identity production of an identity element as friend.
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the central layers of discourse, Jens interrupts the tutor with his immediate action in
what seems to be an attempt to help Viktor. In the intermediary layers of discourse, Jens
seems to rely on the established friendly relationship he has with Viktor, thereby giving
rather direct feedback that is received by Viktor in a non-threatening way. At the same
time, Jens resists co-producing an identity element as a teacher with the tutor, who
embodies discourse related to teacher education and the university. Finally, in the outer
layers of discourse, Jens is doing what perhaps is expected by society in a friendship: he
is helping Viktor with a potential solution to a problem.

6. Discussion and conclusions

When analysing identity, Akkerman and Meijer (2011) call for the need of a combination
of micro-analysis and macro-analysis. This is something that Norris’ (2011) model of
vertical identity analysis manages to address to a great extent, since it gives room for the
analysis of both social actors’ immediate actions, as well as larger discourses found in
society. It also, seemingly through links between central and intermediary layers of
discourse, attends to what Linell (2011) describes as the meso-level. By analysing vertical
identity and focusing on social action, light is shed on how a social actor can use
discourse to produce identity in relation to other social actors and institutions.

In terms of methodology, it is important to note that the data used in this article are
perhaps not extensive enough to fully do MIA justice; i.e. I do not know the participants
well enough to make substantiated claims regarding discourses produced in close
networks such as their families. In regard to this, as much as data might be needed to
be collected with the model for vertical identity analysis in mind, the model needs to be
adapted in accordance with the available research data. Thus, employing the model in
this article, with a focus on social actors and institutions involved in identity production,
in combination with a participant perspective on what is made relevant in interaction,
makes it a useful tool when facing the challenge of navigating the ‘cascade of discourse’
(Jones 2015, 39) that surrounds the participants. However, going back to Norris’ (2011)
reasoning that only social actors are truly agentative in the central layers of discourse,
the role of agency in vertical identity production is in need of further inquiry based on
the findings in this article, since it seems that Jens employs high agency in higher-level
actions in the intermediary and outer layers of discourse. These results make sense in
relation to Pirini’s (2017:127) discussion, when he suggests that ‘utilising the most
relevant mediational means [. . .] identifies the social actor with primary agency over
that higher-level social action’. In light of this, Jens’ use of curricula, which for a student
teacher most likely would be a relevant mediational mean in relation to the teacher
profession, gives him primary agency in that identity-making action used to co-produce
the identity element as history teacher with the other student teachers. Norris (2011)
partly addresses this issue, when she observes that there can be a dialogism between
the possibilities offered by discourses in the outer layers of discourse and the agency of
a social actor. Still, agency in relation to the different layers of discourse and actors is
something that appears to be in need of further discussion and clarification.

Given the fact that so few instances where the teacher profession was made
relevant were found in the transcribed data (see section 4), in combination with
the fact that such identity work was not explicitly encouraged, one might believe that
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this is not the main area in which student teachers produce professional identity.
However, the empirical analysis shows that the three student teachers and the tutor
seem to be involved in producing identity elements linked to the teaching profession.
In Extract 1, in fact, Jens appears to resemiotise curricula in history to produce an
identity element as a history teacher, the curriculum is used as a mediational means
that functions (1) as a potential boundary object (Star & Griesemer 1989) to move
seamlessly between the academic discourse domain and the professional discourse
domain, and (2) as a tool to produce the identity element as a history teacher in the
outer fields of discourse, by using discourse represented by institutions linked to the
teacher profession. This shows that Jens seems to cope with both academic specia-
lisation and teacher identity simultaneously. In other words, he is not ´putting every-
thing together later´, as the initial quote from his tutor says. Instead, Jens utilises his
experiences from the teacher education programme in an ongoing process of produ-
cing himself as a history teacher.

In summary, these results point in at least two directions: firstly, since student
teachers produce what appears to be professional identity when engaged in an
academic task such as writing a thesis, it might be fruitful to facilitate this identity
production in different ways. Secondly, this actualises the need for also studying
identity production during the more vocational parts of teacher education, and for
comparing the results with the results of the current article, since this article demon-
strates that student teachers do produce identity as teachers in academic settings
outside of their practical teacher training. Looking at Jens’ identity production in
different layers of discourse by analysing vertical identity highlights the multi-faceted
and complex way a student produces identity connected to his future profession. This
is a kind of knowledge that would be useful when reflecting upon vocational educa-
tion in general.

Note

1. In the Swedish higher education system, each educational year is separated into two
semesters (30 ECTS credits respectively): spring and autumn. In the teacher education in
focus in this article, student teachers study for five years. Semester 4, then, is the autumn of
their second year.
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