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a b s t r a c t

This paper focuses on how teachers of Chinese as a foreign language (CFL) perceive their
roles in the Danish context. In this qualitative study of twelve native and non-native
Chinese-speaking language teachers, empirical data was collected from semi-structured
interviews and classroom observations to explore teachers’ beliefs about their roles. The
study found that most teachers saw themselves as filling multiple roles and revealed that
these were defined based on the following perspectives: how teachers plan and conduct
teaching activities, what they want to emphasise and achieve in teaching and their re-
lationships with their students and work environment. These findings suggest that
teachers’ individual cultural backgrounds, personal experiences and contextual factors all
contribute to variations in their beliefs about their roles, including how they understand
their facilitator role, teach culture and build relationships with students. Research results
also reveal some contextual factors that challenge teachers’ beliefs about their roles,
including inadequate teaching materials, limited access to professional training and stu-
dents who lack motivation to learn. These factors suggest a need for institutional support
in building a professional community of CFL teachers in Denmark.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Education is being restructured in many ways that challenge teachers’ traditional roles (Beck, 2008); this holds true in the
language-teaching field. The development of the intercultural dimension of language teaching and advocacy for students’
autonomy have imposed new demands on teachers (Poom-Valickis, Oder, & Lepik, 2012), who are required to play multiple
roles and facilitate students’ learning (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). In order to help teachers gain the needed skills and com-
petencies, it is important to understand the language teacher profile required by these new trends and developments.
Furthermore, knowledge of the complexities of teachers’ roles and the beliefs they hold about their roles is essential. Studies
on foreign language teachers’ roles report awide range of sociocultural, institutional and professional classroom roles, and are
intertwined with studies on teachers’ professional identities (Beijaard, Verloop, & Vermunt, 2000). However, previous
empirical researchmainly covers the field of teaching English as a foreign language, which limits the application of the results
to teachers of other languages, such as Chinese.
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The increasing popularity of Chinese worldwide makes Chinese ‘a newly emergent local/global language of considerable
importance’ (Singh & Han, 2014;, p. 405). Facilitating students’ learning and improving the quality of education in Chinese as
foreign language (CFL) has become amajor concern. The paradigm shift from teaching grammar to a communicative approach
in the CFL field has challenged teachers’ traditional conceptions of teaching (Ma & Gao, in press; Moloney, 2013; Moloney &
Xu, 2015). Yet research on CFL teachers’ beliefs remains sparse, and the limited relevant literature is confined to the expe-
riences and challenges of CFL teachers who grew up in China (Liu & Sayer, 2016; Moloney, 2013; Wang & Du, 2014; Wang,
2015). Thus, more information is needed, particularly on those teachers of CFL who are not ethnic Chinese or who grew
up in non-Chinese contexts.

This study explored CFL teachers’ beliefs in the Danish context, where relevant research on their beliefs and practices is
quite recent and limited (Moloney, 2013; Sun, 2012). In Denmark, teaching Chinese is a new profession without established
practices, since studying Chinese has been an emerging phenomenon in the past decade (Du & Kirkebæk, 2012). The number
of schools with Chinese programmes and students learning Chinese at beginner levels has greatly increased, since Chinese is
among the variety of languages offered as a third elective foreign language for students from grade 7. Unlike many other
countries, such as the US, Australia and the UK, where native Chinese speakers constitute the majority of teachers of CFL,
Denmark has a diverse group of teachers: the majority are Danish natives, and native Chinese make up the second largest
group. Another group consists of teachers from other countries who have immigrated to Denmark. This exploratory study
investigated the beliefs of CFL teachers from such diverse educational and cultural backgrounds and generated new
knowledge on the language teaching profession. To this end, twelve CFL teachers were interviewed, and seven of these
teachers were observed while teaching, to gain insights into teachers’ perceptions, practices and role conceptions. The aim of
this study was first, to uncover the meanings CFL teachers ascribe to being a teacher and their beliefs about roles, and second,
to explore the challenges they encounter.

2. Literature review

This section falls into three parts. The first provides a conceptual understanding of teachers’ beliefs and their complexity.
The second presents a variety of teacher roles and highlights the significance of studying teachers’ beliefs about their roles.
The third draws on research about language teachers’ beliefs about their roles and examines how they have been studied,
with a focus on Chinese language teachers and challenges they face internationally.

2.1. Understanding the complexity of teachers’ beliefs

Research on language teaching and teacher education and development emphasises the importance of teachers’ beliefs,
suggesting that the implicit understandings and assumptions teachers have about teaching and learning exert great influence
on their general classroom instruction, students’ learning experience and teachers’ development as professionals (Kagan,
1992; Li, 2005; Pajares, 1992). Many studies of teachers’ beliefs have been carried out using different terms interchange-
ably to describe similar things. For example, belief was referred to as ‘personal knowledge’ by Clandinin and Connelly (1987, p.
487) and ‘implicit theories’ by Clark (1988, p. 6). According to Kagan (1992), teachers’ beliefs include attitudes, opinions,
perspectives and orientations. Some researchers equate beliefs to conceptions of teaching (Entwistle, Skinner, Entwistle, &
Orr, 2000; Pratt, 1992; Pratt, Kelly, & Wong, 1999). Borg (2003) views teachers’ beliefs as a system that includes a set of
beliefs regarding both the general educational field and specific subject content.

Although previous research on teachers’ beliefs has covered a wide range of areas, these studies do share some com-
monalities: exploration of beliefs about different aspects of teaching and learning, emphasis on the personal and contextual
nature of teachers’ beliefs, the role of culture and experience in the formation and development of belief and the symbiotic
relationship between belief and practice (Borg, 2003; Kagan, 1992; Phipps & Borg, 2009; Tam, 2012). In understanding
teachers’ beliefs, it should be emphasised that they are subject to a wide range of personal, sociocultural and institutional
factors, which include individuals’ cultural backgrounds, professional and life experiences and school communities (Wu,
Palmer, & Field, 2011). Beliefs may change over time and be modified by new experiences in altered contexts, and are
often transformed when facing new challenges and uncertainties (Dwyer, 1991). However, some fundamental beliefs formed
by profound and ‘culturally shared experiences’ (Wu et al., 2011, p. 48) may be resistant to change (Pajares, 1992; Wu et al.,
2011). Although the beliefs teachers hold can directly affect their practice, and teaching practice reflects those beliefs,
teachers’ beliefs may be either consistent or inconsistent with their practice (Fang, 1996).

The variety of approaches to defining teachers’ beliefs reflects the subject’s complexity. Moreover, the complexity of
teachers’ beliefs is connected to their relationship with teacher identity and each teacher’s personal knowledge (Sun, 2012). In
this study, teachers’ beliefs include teachers’ personal practical knowledge and implicit personal assumptions and theories
about teaching. The focus is on teachers’ implicit understandings of their roles.

2.2. Significance of teachers’ beliefs about their roles

Teachers’ roles, or commonly held expectations of what teachers should do, are culturally defined and socially determined
in nature (O’Connor, 2008). ‘Teacher roles are visible outcomes of teacher mediations’ across various situational factors and
‘wider educational discourses within a certain social context’ (Kelly, Dorf, Pratt, & Hohmann, 2014, p. 570). Teachers’ beliefs
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