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Abstract

The use of stories in research help us better understand the world of teaching and learning since teachers
and learners, like any other human being, are storytellers who engage in narrative acts to make sense of their
and others’ knowledge and experiences. Yet, narrative research is a path not widely walked in the Colombian
language teaching and learning field. This article is therefore an attempt to review some of the epistemological
and methodological underpinnings underlying this approach to qualitative research so as to add to the local
knowledge of our ELT community. It discusses the role of the researcher, the different orientations narrative
studies cantake, and the processes involved in narrative analysis.Some of the challenges narrative researchers
face intheir work as well as the contributions that this method of inquiry has made to both the educational and
the TESOL fields are also considered.
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Resumen

El uso de historias en procesos de investigacion nos ayuda a entender mejor el mundo de la ensefianza y el
aprendizaje dado que nuestros maestros y estudiantes, al igual que cualquier otro ser humano, construyen
narraciones a fin dar sentido a sus experiencias. Sin embargo, la investigacion narrativa es un camino que
no ha sido ampliamente recorrido en el campo de la ensefianza de idiomas en Colombia. Este articulo, por
tanto, intenta revisar algunos de los fundamentos epistemoldgicos y metodoldgicos que subyacen a este
enfoque de investigacion cualitativa a fin de contribuir al conocimiento local de nuestra comunidad. Aspectos
tales como el papel del investigador, las diferentes orientaciones que los estudios de tipo narrativo pueden
tomar y los procesos involucrados en el analisis narrativo seran examinados. Algunos de los retos que los
investigadores enfrentan en sus trabajos, asi como las contribuciones de este método de investigacion
tanto al campo de la educacion como al campo de la ensefianza de idiomas seran igualmente considerados.
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“Human beings are storying creatures. We make
sense of the world and the things that happen
to us by constructing narratives to explain and
interpret events both to ourselves and to other
people.” Sikes, P. & Gale, K. (2006).

As stated by Sikes and Gale (2006), we human beings
are storying creatures who construct narratives to
explain our doings as well as to interpret our and
others’ past, present and imagined world experien-
ces. If narratives, or stories as they are commonly
referred, are present in our day to day, they must
then be filled with social and cultural meaning;
the meaning we give to our lives and to all what
occurs around us. Hence, as narrative researchers
have claimed, stories can definitely help us better
understand the world of teaching and learning
since teachers and learners, like any other human
being, are storytellers who engage in narrative acts
to make sense of their and others’ knowledge and
experiences.

Prior to discussing what narrative research is all
about and what it could possibly offer to both the
educational and ELT fields, it is important to for
me to point out the genesis of this article. As part
of a previous research experience (See Mendieta,
2011), I committed myself to the task of exploring
the power of teachers’ knowledge, beliefs and
experiences in the interpretation, implementation
and evaluation of curriculum. In the analysis of the
qualitative approaches that could inform my inquiry,
I became familiar with the work of researchers who
had examined narratives as a means to comprehend
different life-related experiences, and whose work
stemmed from social science areas like sociology,
psychology and education.

Their work opened a door towards the world
of stories and their potential to language teaching
and learning research; a path not widely walked in
Colombian ELT field but one I thought was defi-
nitely worth going through. As a result of this first
encounter with narrative research, I felt encouraged
to take a closer look at the ways in which participants
(teachers, researcher, etc) re-constituted and shaped
their realities and identities throughout the inquiry.
Most importantly, I came to realize the importance
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of problematizing those issues of objectivity, relia-
bility and generalizability so commonly present in
most quantitative--and some qualitative—studies,
among other aspects.

Nevertheless, at the time I was in the search
for local educational and ELT narrative-oriented
studies, I noticed that although narrative research
was widely implemented in international contexts,
little had been done in the Colombian scenario or,
at least, little had been made known to the academic
community through specialized journals or events.
Consequently, I decided to take this paper as an op-
portunity to illustrate some of the foundations and
methodological considerations underlying narrative
research, so that novice Colombian researchers wi-
lling to undertake a narrative research project could
know more about this form of inquiry.

Although there is not a simple, clear definition
of narrative (Riessman, 2008) and no single way of
going about narrative research, there are certainly
some concepts and characteristics that illustrate
the grounds of this approach. In the subsequent
sections of this paper, I will therefore address some
of the events related to the origin of narrative re-
search as well as some of the epistemological and
methodological considerations that determine the
role of the researcher, the different orientations
narrative studies can take, and the processes invol-
ved in narrative analysis. Some of the challenges
narrative researchers face in their work as well as
the contributions that this method of inquiry has
made to the educational and TESOL fields will also
be considered.

A Close-up Look at Narratives

To trace the origin of narrative, often used synony-
mously with the word story, it is necessary to consi-
der the beginning of humankind. Barthes (n.d., cited
in Riessman, 2008) notes that narratives began with
the history of mankind and that therefore “there
nowhere is nor has been a people without narrative
... it is simply there, like life itself” (p.11). We are
storytelling creatures who construct narratives to
make sense of lived experiences and, ultimately, of
our and others’ passage through the world (Moen,
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2006). Through our narrative accounts, our past and
present regain meaning: “The human being alone
among the creatures of the earth is a story telling
animal: sees the present rising out a past, heading
into a future; perceives reality in narrative form”
(Novak, 1975, cited in Craig, 2007, p.174). A story
is thus “a portal through which a person enters the
world and by which their experience of the world
is interpreted and made personally meaningful”
(Connelly and Clandinin, 2006, p. 375).

According to Polkinghorne (1995), narrative
descriptions exhibit human activity as purposeful
engagement in the world: “Narrative is the type
of discourse that draws together diverse events,
happenings and actions of human lives” (p.5). A
story is a special type of discourse production; it
is a sustained emplotted account with a beginning,
middle, and end. As stated by Scholes, (1982, cited
in Carter, 1993), in a story there are at least three
basic elements: (a) a situation involving some con-
flict or struggle, (b) a protagonist who engages in
the situation for a purpose, and (c) a sequence with
implied causality (a plot) during which the conflict
is resolved: “A narration is the symbolic presentation
of a sequence of events connected by subject matter
and related by time” (p.6).

In a story, as Pokinghorne claims, events and
actions are put together into an organized whole by
means of a plot. This process of emplotmment, whe-
re a prior action is causally linked to a later effect, is
what actually distinguishes a story from a simple list
of facts. Narratives thus give order to elements that
would otherwise be random and disconnected. They
provide connections, coherence, and sense; they give
our experiences and understanding structure; they
are our way “of being and dealing with time” (Carr,
1986, cited in Webster and Mertova, 2007, p.2).

Nonetheless, it is important to bear in mind
that narratives are “not an objective reconstruction
of life-- [they are] a rendition of how life is percei-
ved” (Webster and Mertova, p.3); they are based on
people’s life experiences and entail chosen parts of
their lives. Every time an account takes place, as
contended by Riessmann (2008), speakers select
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and evaluate those events they perceive as impor-
tant and connect them sequentially so as to allow
listeners to take particular meaning away from their
story. Stories thus reflect “the power of memory to
remember, forget, neglect, and amplify moments in
the stream of experience” (p.29).

Additionally, our stories are constantly being
restructured in the light of new events and they
“do not exist in a vacuum but are shaped by lifelong
personal and community narratives” (Webster and
Mertova, 2007, p. 2). According to Moen (2006), in
agreement with Elbaz-Luwisch (2005), narratives
are both personal and collective. They are shaped
by the knowledge, experiences, and feelings of the
narrator as well as by the interlocutors and the cul-
tural, historical and institutional settings in which
they occur. Stories not only highlight an existing
relationship between the narrator and listener/
reader, but they also expose issues related to both
identity and cultural membership.

As Riessman (2008) points out, we engage in a
process of identity construction through storyte-
lling; we construct who we are and how we “want
to be known”. Through the words and the narrative
structures we use in the crafting of our stories and
through the very content of these, we identify with
other members of society and show our affiliation
to a particular cultural group. In so doing, we also
assign identities to others, “both to the characters
who appear in [our] narratives and to [our] interlo-
cutors” (Menard-Warmick, 2011, p.565).

Allin all, our stories manifest our human nature;
they mirror how we are socially and culturally po-
sitioned in the world (Sikes and Gale, 2006). They
expose our identities, what we hold on to in order to
read and act in the world. Yet, as stated by Pavlenko
(2007), our stories do not completely belong to us:

...they are co-constructed for us and with us by
our interlocutors, real or imagined, by the time and
place in history in which the events portrayed have
taken place and the time and place in which they are
told, by the language we choose for the telling, and
by the cultural conventions of the speech community
in which the narrative is located. (p.180)
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The Narrative Turn

In the last decades, narratives and, in particular,
stories people tell about their lives have become
the focus of the evolving field of narrative research
(Pavlenko , 2002; Craig, 2007; Riessman, 2008).
There is an increasing interest in narratives in fields
like psychology, sociology, education and in other
areas in linguistics, like language teaching, L1 and
L2 acquisition and sociolinguistics. According to
Riessman and Speedy (2006), narrative has pene-
trated almost every discipline and school and it no
longer refers exclusively to literary work. It is now
interdisciplinary and therefore does not fit “within
the boundaries of any single scholarly field” (p.
426-427). As Pavlenko (2002) and others contend,
narratives have become both the object and the
form of narrative inquiry and a legitimate means
of research for all areas of human science. But, how
and why were narratives given entry to the field of
social science research?

Although the idea that human beings are storyte-
lling creatures is quite ancient, narratives were not
seen as relevant to research until recently (Carter,
1993). In an attempt to define narrative, Currie
(1998, cited in Sikes and Gale, 2006), suggested
revising the term homo sapiens to homo fabulans to
indicate that we are actually “tellers and interpreters
of narrative” (para. 6). Throughout time, however, in
our attempts to claim what is to be valued as “truth’,
our homo sapiens seems to have overshadowed our
homo fabulans. In our task of objectively knowing
the world, stories used to hold no relation with the
discovery of the “truth”, and they had, in some way,
been marginalized. Additionally, as Polkinghorne
(1995) notes, the word story had carried for some
a connotation of falsehood or misrepresentation, as
in the expression, “That is only a story” (p.7).

An impetus for change developed, however, as
a result of various political, social and methodo-
logical happenings such as the interpretive shift
in modern approaches to inquiry, the recognition
that story embodies a way to understanding life or
human actions (Carter, 1993), as well as the crea-
tion of women movements and a contemporary
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preoccupation with identity (Riessman, 2008).
Pinnegar and Daynes (2006) note that the turn
or turns to narrative research represent a change
in: a) the relationship between the researcher and
the researched, b) a move from the use of number
toward the use of words as data, c¢) a change from
a focus on the general and universal toward the
local and specific, and d) an increasing acceptance
of alternative epistemologies or ways of knowing.
Narrative research therefore implies changes in the
relationships among researcher and participants, the
kind of data collected, the focus of the study, and
the kinds of knowing embraced by the researcher.
All in all, narrative research is a move away from
positivism.

In this narrative turn, the work of Bruner and
Polkinghorne is crucial. As Pinnegar and Daynes
(2006) contend, Bruner’s distinction between para-
digmatic and narrative knowing articulate the his-
torical basis for the credibility of narrative knowing,
and in turn of narrative research. In paradigmatic
knowing, individual things or actions are believed
to belong to a concept or category, while in narra-
tive knowing events are linked into a context-rich
network. Paradigmatic knowing relies on the logic
of rationality and makes use of formal abstractions,
concepts, and constructs, which are independent
of any particular context. Narrative reasoning, by
contrast, emphasizes the temporal context and
complex interaction of the elements that make each
situation unique: “While paradigmatic knowledge is
maintained in individual words that name a concept,
narrative knowledge is maintained in emplotted
stories” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p.11).

Polkinghorne (1995) builds on Bruner’s distinc-
tion between paradigmatic and narrative reasoning
to highlight the significance of narratives as well as
to examine two ways to conduct narrative research.
One that employs paradigmatic cognition, named
analysis of narratives, and other that employs na-
rrative cognition, defined as narrative analysis. In
the first type, researchers collect stories as data
(personal journals, autobiographies, oral statements,
interviews, etc) and analyze them with paradigmatic
processes. Paradigmatic analysis is employed to
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identify the concepts and categories that are present
in the data as well as to the note relationships among
categories.

In the second type, the researcher’ task is “to
configure the data elements (not usually in storied
form and which could come from field work, par-
ticipant observation,

personal and public documents and interviews)
into a story that unites and gives meaning to the
data as contributors to a goal or purpose” (p.15).
The researcher must discover a plot that illustrates
the connections among the data elements. Thus,
analysis of narratives moves from stories to com-
mon elements, and narrative analysis moves from
elements to stories. In both types of analyses the
outcome is a story.

All in all, Bruner’s and Polkhinghorne’s work
not only ratify the existence of more than one way
of reasoning but also opens a door to an alternative
method of inquiry that challenges the “singular
mode advocated” by the (quantitative) research tra-
dition. In the specific field of educational research,
as Carter (1993) observes, stories became a way of
capturing the complexity of the phenomenon with
which educational researchers contend, and thus,
“redressed the deficiencies of the traditional atomis-
tic and positivistic approaches in which teaching was
decomposed into discrete variables and indicators
of effectiveness” (p.6).

In what follows, I attempt to address in more
detail some of elements or aspects inherent to narra-
tive research (mentioned by Pinnegar and Daynes,
2006) such as the relationship among researcher and
participants, the focus of the study, and the knowing
embraced by the researcher.

The narrative researcher

Narrative research, as illustrated above, is uncons-
trained by the characteristic objectivity of posi-
tivism and focuses instead on interpretation and
the understanding of meaning. Narrative inquirers
recognize that the researcher and the participants
are “in relationship with each other and that both
parties will learn and change in the encounter”
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(Pinnegar and Daynes, 2006, p. 10). Who the
researcher and the researched are will inevitably
emerge in the interactions as they both bring their
own experiences, histories and worldviews to the
inquiry process. As previously stressed, narratives
are not solely individual productions but they are
shaped by social, cultural, and historical contexts as
well as by the relationship between the narrator and
the interlocutor (Pavlenko. 2007).

Narratives are naturally co-constructed: A narra-
tive researcher “does not find narratives but instead
participates in their creation” (Riessman, 2008,
p-219). As Barkhuizen (2011) states, researchers are
not passive listeners, but on the contrary, are part of
the story that is being told or created, both as cha-
racters and as narrators. As characters, they become
part of the narratives and shape to some extent their
content and structure, and as narrators, they both
interpret and “represent participants’ accounts of
lived and imagined personal experience” (p.393).

As Clandinin (2006) pinpoints, narrative resear-
chers cannot step out of or remove themselves from
the inquiry, but rather “need to find ways to inquire
into participants’ experiences, their own experiences
as well as the co-constructed experiences developed
through the relational inquiry process” (p.47). They
too become part of the world they study. The fact
that the inquiry is altering the phenomena under
study is not regarded as a methodological problem
to be overcome, but is the purpose of the research.
As a result, there is an active process of negotiation
where relationships and research purposes are co-
llaboratively constructed.

To Carter (1993), one of the central problems in
research on teachers’ voices is a question of narrator
distance from the main characters in the stories
that are being told. In most conventional studies
the researcher assumes a superior, more knowing
attitude toward teachers: “It is the narrator who has
access to the relevant literatures, who frames the
study, who provides the interpretations, and who
modulates the teachers’ voice” (p.9). By contrast,
in narrative studies a constant dialogue between
researcher and teachers (or other school actors)
is generated so that they can both, in light of their
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personal understandings of particular teaching and
learning situations, collaboratively re-construct and
make sense of what happens inside and outside the
classroom. According to Cortazzi (1993), “in asking
the participants to read, edit, and otherwise collabo-
rate on the construction of their own personal tea-
ching stories, a researcher seeks to make their lives
present. And ultimately, it is this type of procedure
and discourse between participants and researcher
that is most vital for the narrative to succeed” (p.16).

Focus on form, content and context

As we have seen, narrative research motivates a
change in the relationship among researcher and
participants; however, it also implies changes in the
focus of study and the type of data collected. Studies
can investigate narratives as their research object,
where the focus is on the narrative itself, or they
can take narratives as a means for studying other
questions (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber,
1998). In the former, researchers concentrate on the
formal aspects of the narratives, such as the structure
of story, the organization of content, or the use of
language, while in the latter; they concentrate on
the content of the narratives. These two perspec-
tives have been distinguished by some as narrative
study and narrative inquiry. As stated by Barkhuizen
(2011), narrative research means different things to
different researchers:

For some, it means becoming involved in the big
stories of their participants’ lives, opening up and
exploring vast spatiotemporal landscapes. For
others, it means focusing on the here and now
of narrative small stories generated in talk-in-
interaction. For some, reflections on the content of
past experience are important [narrative inquiry],
and for others, it is the form of emergent narrati-
ves in conversation [narrative study] that attracts
analytical attention. (p.409)

Some of the narrative work conducted in the
specific context of education has taken place within
the framework of narrative inquiry. In this telling of
big stories, the focus is on the content of the narra-
tives; “what they are about; what was told; and why,
when, where, and by whom” (Barkhuizen, 2011,
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p.401). Researchers, as Moen (2006) contends, use
narrative as a way to represent a qualitative study
(e.g. autobiographies and life histories), as a method
of inquiry, and as a frame of reference in the research
process. Connelly and Clandinin (2006), following
Dewey’s pragmatic philosophy, note that arguments
for the development and use of narrative inquiry are
inspired by a view of human experience in which
humans, individually and socially, lead storied
lives. Narrative researchers do not only focus on
individuals’ experience, but also explore “the social,
cultural, and institutional narratives within which
individuals’ experiences were constituted, shaped,
expressed, and enacted” (p.42).

In the TESOL field, researchers have also fo-
llowed the narrative inquiry tradition and have
explored language teaching and learning matters
by attending to participants’ past experience. Ne-
vertheless, recently, as Barkhuizen (2011) contends,
attention has also been paid to the interactional
contexts of narrative production and to the ways
participants and researchers perform their identi-
ties as they narrate their stories. Some researchers
therefore analyze mundane talk in conversations or
interviews (referred to as small stories), rather than
big narratives (like life histories) that are assembled
not only from interviews but from other ethnogra-
phic data collected over an extended period of time.

In both the educational and TESOL field,
narrative researchers make use of different methods
and rely on different, though not necessarily com-
peting, epistemological or theoretical ideas, which
seems to confirm that narrative research is an ap-
proach having no particular rules of thumb to make
sense of the phenomena under study. So, narrative
research might be best considered, as Smith (2007,
cited in Barkhuizen, 2011) notes, “an umbrella term
for a mosaic of research efforts, with diverse theore-
tical musings, methods, empirical groundings, and/
or significance all revolving around an interest in
narrative” (p. 392).

Analyzing content and form. Although there are
no unique ways to go about narrative research, there
are certainly some elements (content, form, and
context) which seem to be present at the analysis
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stage of all narrative work, whether it is content
or form-oriented. An analysis of content involves
to some extent an analysis of form and vice versa.
Content, context, and form are inextricably linked
and, for some (Pavlenko, 2007), an understanding
of content is not possible “without close analysis of
both context and form” (p.174). Nevertheless, it is
important to bear in mind that the type of analysis a
narrative researcher engages in is linked to the type
of information gathered.

This information, as Pavlenko observes, might
be related to subject reality (how things/events were
experienced by participants), life reality (how things
are or were), and text reality (ways in which things
were narrated). According to Pavlenko, studies of
autobiographic narratives commonly focus on one
of the three types of information, those that examine
subject reality being the first and largest group. This
first group of studies involves a thematic or content
analysis where the main analytical step is the co-
ding of narratives according to emerging themes,
patterns, and categories. The second group focuses
on life reality and in this case narratives are treated
as facts rather than as discursive constructions;
“this treatment disregards the interpretive nature of
storytelling, that is the fact that the act of narration
unalterably transforms its subject and any further
interpretation interprets the telling and not the event
in question” (p.170). The third group is concerned
with text reality instead. These studies look at the
interactional contexts of the narratives (Barkhuizen
2011), and they specifically examine how linguistic
features and narrative structures are used by the
narrators to attain certain narrative functions.

Analyzing context. Context is relevant to narrative
research. It is at the heart of narrative researchers’
work as it helps both the narrator and the researcher
make meaning of their stories. Context, however, as
Barkhuizen (2011) notes, can also be interpreted on
a number of levels. It can be examined at the micro
level of interaction, at the level of the narrative te-
lling, and at the sociocultural macro level underlying
narrative construction. In the first level, sequences
of turns and the role of the speakers in the conver-
sation are analyzed in detail. In the second, issues

FOLIOS n.° 37

Narrative research: An alternative approach
to study language teaching and learning
Jenny Alexandra Mendieta

such as the time of day, physical setting, language
choice, purpose of talk, are considered. The third,
broader level relates to multiple contexts beyond
the context of the conversation and, as Clandinin
and Rosiek (2006) claims, beyond the researcher’s
control—in that spatial contexts, cultural contexts,
social contexts, institutional contexts, place contexts,
and people contexts are all present— (p.45).

As a result of the myriad of elements present in
narratives, researchers are therefore encouraged to
consider not only what was said (subject reality),
but also how it was said and why (text reality). Pa-
vlenko (2007) also suggests attending to both global
and local contextual influences affecting narrative
constructions; that is to say, the historic, political,
economic, and cultural circumstances as well as to
“the influence of language choice, audience, set-
ting, modality, narrative functions, interactional
concerns, and power relations on ways in which
speakers and writers verbalize their experiences” (p.
175). Attending to all these intertwined aspects not
only gives the narrative researcher a richer view of
the phenomena under study but also enhances the
quality of the analysis.

Nevertheless, despite the suggestion to attend to
content, form and context in all their interrelated-
ness and complexity; the analysis of data in narra-
tive research is, as previously mentioned, definitely
shaped by the focus of the study and the theoretical,
epistemological and methodological views guiding
the research and researcher. Therefore, the meanings
attached to content, context and form and the ways
in which these aspects are analyzed vary from stu-
dy to study. While an emphasis on the content of
narratives might lead to an exploration of context
at the second and third level, an emphasis on form
might lead to an analysis of the micro context that
is built in interaction instead.

It is also important to note that the process
of meaning making that narrative researchers go
through is not only concerned with the stage of
data analysis, but it in fact takes place all along the
inquiry. Narrative research is an ongoing interpre-
tive process. The interpretation starts immediately
when one story is selected out of any number of
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other possible stories and it continues during the
entire research process, even after the research re-
port is finished (Moen, 2006, p7). Meaning making
takes place when stories are told, when researchers
analyze their data and discuss their interpretations
with participants, and when stories are retold (in
research texts) and interpreted by others. Narra-
tors, researchers, and readers engage in meaning
making at various stages of the research process
(Barkhuizen, 2011).

Barkhuizen refers to this multistage, active
meaning making as narrative knowledging: “Na-
rrative knowledging, ... is the meaning making,
learning, or knowledge construction that takes place
during the narrative research activities of (co)cons-
tructing narratives, analyzing narratives, reporting
the findings, and reading/watching/listening to
research reports” (p.395). Every time participants
retell their stories, researchers revisit their data, and
readers interact with finished research texts, new
or different understandings of experience emerge.
Narratives are always open for (re) interpretation,
for further narrative knowledging.

The recognition of a dynamic meaning-making
process, together with all aforementioned characte-
ristics, makes narrative research a relational mode
of inquiry rooted in human action; yet, what makes
it alegitimate approach to research also poses signi-
ficant questions for researchers. Next, I will discuss
some of the dilemmas present in narrative research
as well as the contributions that this approach offers
to both the educational and TESOL fields.

Dilemmas and Challenges

In the literature on narrative research there are
various discussions around the dilemmas or issues
narrative inquiries face at different stages of their
work. Some of the most recurring themes are the
role of interpretation and the question of truth.
Narratives, as Barkhuizen (2011) stresses, undergo
multiple layers of interpretation by the time they are
constructed as data; “what we hear in an interview
or read in a teacher journal has imposed structures
on and re-shaped the actual life events” (p.406); life
events are filtered through the meaning making

Primer semestre de 2013 pp. 135-147 142 =

processes the participants and the researcher go
through. This phenomenon, as Barkhuizen and
Bakhtin (1986) contend, naturally raises the ques-
tion of whether the stories we are told are true.

Addressing this question, Moen (2006) reminds
us of one of the claims inherent in narrative research:
the existence and presence of different subjective
positions from which we experience and interpret
the world, and therefore, the absence of a static and
everlasting truth. As argued by Cadman and Brown
(2011), truth is always partial, constructed, contex-
tual, contingent, possibly conflictual, morphing, and
ever unfinished (p. 451). Consequently, establishing
a difference between a life as lived, experienced,
and told is crucial for narrative researchers, a dis-
tinction that has been made by Bruner and other
researchers like Polkinghorne (2007) and Pavlenko
(2007). In Bruner's terms, a life lived is what actually
has happened. A life experienced consists of the
images, feelings, sentiments, desires, thoughts, and
meanings known to the person whose life it is. And,
alife told is a narrative or several narratives influen-
ced by the cultural conventions of telling, by the
audience, and by the social context (Bruner, 1984).

In life as told, both the narrator and the interlo-
cutor inevitably step away from the real-life event or
events that prompted the story in question (Moen,
2006). Hence, as stated by Bell (2002), whether or
not people believe the stories they tell is relatively
unimportant as the inquiry goes beyond the specific
stories to examine the assumptions inherent in their
shaping: “No matter how fictionalized, all stories
rest on and illustrate the story structures a person
holds. As such they provide a window into people’s
beliefs and experiences” (p.210). Narrative research
therefore presents stories about remembered events
and how these were interpreted rather than how they
actually happened.

In addition to the question of truth, there is
another issue facing narrative inquirers: the risk of
legitimizing the values of a particular culture. In
emphasizing narrative, as Schift (2006 ) and Sart-
well (2006) observe, researchers may be “reifying a
Western, arguably middle and upper class, concept
as the universal mode of shaping and articulating
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subjective experience’, as well as neglecting other
ways “of organizing experience or the importance
at times of leaving experience unorganized” ( as
cited in Barkhuizen, 2011, p.395). Narrative inqui-
rers may neglect that people may structure and tell
their stories in ways that are quite different from the
Western narratives: “A story elicited in one language
may be shaped by conventions of another and thus
may not be heard as such or may be misunderstood”
(Pavlenko, 2002, p 214).

In this regard, Riessman (1991) and Pavelnko
(2002) suggest attending to differences in narrative
conventions so as to avoid the silencing of non-
conforming voices as well as the privileging of some
participants’ stories over those of others. Carter
(1993) also cautions researchers to sanctify story-
telling work to the point that they “simply substitute
one paradigmatic domination for another without
challenging domination itself” (p11). Narrative re-
searchers must therefore be aware of issues involved
in story, such as authenticity, interpretation, and
normative value so to make sure their work is both
credible and morally responsible.

Nonetheless, despite the inherent risks or dilem-
mas narrative research might pose, it has contribu-
ted to the educational and TESOL field in various
ways. As stated by Cadman and Brown (2011), “in
participants’ narratives we can begin to hear their
voices, hear how they construct themselves discur-
sively, in imaginative interpretation of the lives they
want to tell” (p. 451).

Why Narrative Research?

Narrative research has contributed in different
ways to the educational and TESOL fields. Both of
these fields, though exploring diverse educational
matters, have mostly focused on teacher education
and school change by looking at the ways in which
teachers’ narratives shape and inform their practice
(Bell, 2002). This has been so, as the stories that we
read and hear in and outside the classroom help us
learn not only about the subject matter of instruc-
tion or about the strengths and shortcomings of
teaching itself (Webster and Mertova, 2007, p.15),
but also about the ways in which teachers come to
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make sense of the world that surrounds them. As
Elbaz (1991) explains:

Story is the very stuff of teaching, the landscape
within which we live as teachers and researchers,
and within which the work of teachers can be seen
as making sense. This is not merely a claim about
the aesthetic or emotional sense of fit of the notion
of story with our intuitive understanding of tea-
ching, but an epistemological claim that teachers’
knowledge in its own terms is ordered by story and

can best be understood in this way. (p. 3)

According to Craig (2011), teacher knowledge in
narrative research has a narrative history, is growth-
oriented and continuous, and necessarily involves
relationships among people: “Sitting at the root of
the teacher knowledge conception of teacher edu-
cation as studied through the narrative inquiry lens
is a different understanding of expertise” (p.2). As
stated by Clandinin (2006), narrative provides the
possibility to understand how the personal and so-
cial are intertwined in teachers’ lives and how these
experiences are shaped by the larger social, cultural
and institutional narratives in which teachers have
lived; home and school places that shape largely the
nature of the stories they live and tell.

When researchers divide the reality of the clas-
sroom into elements, as Moen (2006) pinpoints,
there is a risk of losing sight of the whole. In narrati-
ves, however, the complexity of the classroom is not
broken down and the multivoicedness of teaching
is captured: “In this way, narratives bring practice
up close (Carter, 1993), contributing, we hope, to
provoking, inspiring, and initiating discussions and
dialogues, something that is crucial for reflection on
practice and its development” (Moen, 2006, p.9).
These discussions, as Moen observes, give teachers
the possibility of making their voices heard; voices,
that contrary to those of politicians, researchers,
and administrators, seem to absent from the public
debate on teaching.

According to Clandinin (1986), the lack of suc-
cess of curriculum implementation reported in the
literature is linked to a view which minimizes the
teacher as an active, autonomous agent and a user of
practical knowledge. This practical knowledge not
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only refers to what teachers know about the instruc-
tional content they teach, but also to the knowledge
they hold about themselves, their students and
their school context. Thus, when a narrative view
of teacher is adopted, the importance of coming to
understand teachers’ practical knowledge is valued
as well.

Likewise, as Barkhuizen (2008) observes, there
are various reasons why narrative inquiry is valuable
for teachers. By sharing their stories, teachers have
the opportunity to reflect on their own practice, to
obtain an understanding of their own knowledge
and actions and, therefore, to act accordingly by
making any necessary changes. Reflecting on their
stories allows them to see the whole picture, what is
behind their and others educational doings. Narra-
tive research thus offers researchers the opportunity
to present the complexity of teaching and learning
to teachers themselves and to the public. It is this
fundamental link of narrative with teaching and
learning as human activities which directly confirms
its value as an educational research tool (Webster
and Mertova, 2007).

Narratives also allow for learners’ voices to be
heard on a par with those of teachers and resear-
chers. Researchers can “gain insights into learners’
motivations, investments, struggles, losses and gains
as well as into the ... ideologies that guide their lear-
ning trajectories” (Pavlenko, 2002, p.214). They can
also examine whose stories are being heard, whose
stories are being misinterpreted, and why. According
to Pavlenko, by analyzing the rhetorical influences
that shape narrative constructions, that is by atten-
ding to the structural aspects of narrative, we will
be able to better understand how stories are being
told and why they are being told in a certain way.
Narrative research offers practitioners and resear-
chers the possibility to make sense of educational
experience in an alternative way. As contended by
Carter (1983), it brings practice “up close” rather
than “out there”, which is why, among many other
reasons (described above), this paper is an invitation
to explore such an approach to research.
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During the last decades, researchers have studied
teachers’ and students’ experience of curriculum in
multiple ways and have highlighted different pheno-
mena. Themes and concepts such as teachers’ images
and personal practical knowledge (Clandinin,1986),
pedagogical content knowledge (Gudmundsdottir,
1991), teacher as curriculum maker (Clandinin and
Connelly, 1992), professional knowledge landscapes
(Clandinin and Connelly, 1995), narrative authority
(Olson,1995), narrative communities of knowledge
(Craig, 2001), curriculum as a multistoried process
(Olson, 2000), and multivoicedness (Elbaz-Luwisch,
Moen and, Gudmundsdottir, 2002) have emerged
with the objective of providing interpretations for
and calling attention to issues of identity, agency,
diversity, and multiculturalism, aspects which have
undoubtedly exposed an alternative understanding
of curriculum making and school change.

In the TESOL field, matters linked to identity
formation (Simon-Maeda, 2004; Tsui, 2007; Liu &
Xu, 2011), teachers’ pedagogical beliefs (Barnard &
Nguyen, 2010), teachers’ professional development
(Golombek & Johnson, 2004), language learning
narratives (Pavlenko, 2002), and tensions between
mandated curriculum and personal theories of best
practice (Wette & Barkhuizen, 2009) have also been
explored.

Concluding Thoughts

In order to truly understand teaching and schools,
as Elbaz-Luwisch (2007) maintains, it is required
that we listen to teachers’ voices and the stories they
tell about their work and lives: “Narrative research
on teaching ... develop[s] out of teachers’ stories
about their work and their dialogues with one
another, with pupils, with teaching materials, and
with themselves” (p.358). It recognizes the fact that
teachers’ disciplinary knowledge and what is taught
or given to them (as prescribed curricular programs)
are subsumed under their tacit knowledge; the bac-
kground knowledge they carry in their minds and
bodies and which governs how they approach the
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practical world (Xu & Conelly, 2009). It is through
this personal knowledge that teachers make sense
of their professional experience.

Narrative research, however, not only involves
the individual and idiosyncratic, it also refers to
the context, to the “embeddedness of the teacher in
a school and school system and its mandated cu-
rricula, ideologies, pedagogical trends, and reform
processes” (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p.359).
Consequently, examining educational practices
narratively is to view teaching as expressions of
embodied personal and social stories, and to think
of teachers as individuals who ought to be unders-
tood as such, but who are also always part of a social
context.

According to Elbaz-Luwisch (2007), this view on
teaching calls attention to the wider social, cultural,
political, and historical contexts of this profession
and reminds us that it is an activity shaped by the
various discourses at work in society in a given
period, as well as a moral practice “concerned with
the realization of values and ends-in-view of the
teacher for the benefit of students” (p.367). Xu &
Connelly (2009) see in narrative inquiry an oppor-
tunity to understand how teachers relate to external
forces like policy and curriculum materials as they
teach. For them “learning how teachers experience
and narrate the teaching act, and the reform inten-
tions they are expected to teach, says much about
education as a form of living” (p.221). A narrative
understanding of teaching and curriculum thus
opens new discussions as to the ways innovations
and reforms are planned, implemented and studied.

Additionally, by attending to teachers’” personal
practical knowledge and by helping them identify
the personal stories they live by as well as those
stories that have been written for them (Pavlenko,
2002), they might be able to notice how they are
being positioned as (language) professionals, which
might result in the construction of new stories for
students and communities. As Clandinin (2006)
states:
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Perhaps in listening and attending to teachers’
stories ... we can create conditions that allow us to
give them back their stories and perhaps help them
see the social, cultural, and institutional stories they
work within and that shape them. As [teachers]
begin to awaken to other stories of community, we
might see [them] begin to re-story [their] stories
to live by. Perhaps we can begin to work together
to change those social, cultural and institutional
narratives. (p.52)

In this paper, I have discussed what underlies
the narrative turn as well as what narrative research
implies in terms of the relationships established
among researcher and participants, the kinds of
data gathered, and the process of data analysis. I
have also described some of the dilemmas narrative
researchers must face as well as the contributions
this approach has propagated in the educational and
TESOL fields. By knowing more about the world of
narrative research, more research experiences could
eventually take place in the Colombian ELT field,
and as a result, alternative representations of the sto-
ries that our students, teachers, administrators, and
communities live by as they participate in language
learning programs might also be created.
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