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Abstract  

This qualitative study, which uses a narrative inquiry approach, presents data from in-

depth interviews with participants teaching English in higher education in Japan. It 

adopts a poststructuralist lens, conceptualising age as socially constructed, and uses this 

framework to analyse four cases. It reports on the social construction of their teacher 

identities, in particular how their gender identities influence the enactment of their age 

identities. This enactment takes place both in and out of classrooms. The central thesis 

of the article is that age identity was constructed differently for the male and female 

teachers and was constructed to the disadvantage of the female teachers throughout 

their professional lives. 
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Introduction 

“I do think that when it comes to aging, we’re held to a different standard than 

men. Some guy said to me: Don’t you think you’re too old to sing rock n’roll? 

I said: You’d better check with Mick Jagger.” Cher (Rubin, 1998: p. 43). 

 

Everyone ages, but the above quote by the American singer, Cher, shows that, socially, 

women and men are expected to age differently. Meanwhile, everyone experiences 

aging differently due to complex interactions between identity and context. Age identity 

as it interrelates with gender identity is explored in this study of English teachers 

working in higher education in Japan. An interest in the identity negotiation of teachers 

in higher education (Hockings et. al., 2009; Sutton, 2014) and teachers in the field of 

teaching English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) has been sustained over the 

last two decades (Cheung, Said, & Park, 2014; Varghese, Motha, Park, Reeves, & Trent, 

2016). This study draws on poststructuralist approaches that argue identity is ‘not a 

fixed, stable unitary, and internally coherent phenomenon but is multiple, shifting, and 

in conflict’ (Varghese, Morgan, Johnston & Johnson, 2005, p.22). Poststructuralist 

approaches to identity highlight the socially contingent nature of identity (Song, 2016), 

and this includes a gendered construction of age identity (Thorpe, 2018).  

 

Although language teacher identity (LTI) can be considered a stand-alone construct, it 

has largely been viewed as a composite of various other constructs such as race, gender, 

‘native speaker’ status, religion, sexuality and class. These constructs have been 

explored by many empirical researchers who have each taken different stances 

regarding the emphasis placed on constructs in their research. Liu and Xu (2011) 

provided a historical account of LTI research since the start of this century and observed 

that there are three prominent foci of research in TESOL teacher identity research: 

language teacher linguistic identities; the implementation of pedagogical reforms and 

their effects on LTI; and the influence of social identities on language teacher 

professional identities. This final focus, namely, those studies that posit a connection 

between teachers’ social identities and their professional identities, has been an 

enduring theme in LTI research (Lander, 2018; Lin, et al., 2004; Park, 2009; Simon-

Maeda, 2004; Wong & Mahboob, 2018). These studies broadly argue that social 

identities such as gender, race, sexuality, faith and class, as well as those from cultural 

stereotypes, whether they be marginalised or privileged, constitute the realities of 
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teachers’ lives both within and beyond classrooms. However, one salient social identity, 

age, is an under-researched aspect of LTI. Indeed, recent special editions on LTI have 

omitted age as a dimension of LTI (see Costa & Norton, 2017; Varghese, Motha, Trent, 

Park, & Reeves, 2016). However, as will be argued below, age is a key identity relevant 

to the social construction of language teacher professional identities. 

 

This article explores age as a social identity amongst TESOL teachers in Japanese 

higher education with the following three guiding research questions: 

(1) How is age identity constructed in the Japanese higher education workplace? 

(2) How is age identity perceived by male and female TESOL teachers?  

(3) What implications does a gendered construction of age identity have for their 

professional identities?   

 

Literature Review 

Age in identity construction 

Age as a social construct is under researched when compared with gender, class, race 

or ethnicity (Andrew, 2012). Yet, age is a significant dimension of identity. Like gender 

and race, age is one of the first things we notice about another person (Fiske, 1998; 

Kite, Deaux, & Miele, 1991). Moreover, the perception of another’s age drives the 

manner of our interactions with them, determining how we address them, how loudly 

we speak, the rate of speech, and what we infer about them concerning social and 

cognitive competencies, political and religious beliefs and physical abilities (Cuddy & 

Fiske, 2002). Age also determines the level of respect shown to a conversation partner, 

and moreover, whether communication is engaged in or avoided (McCann et al., 2005). 

 

Age can be understood from a variety of different perspectives, social, chronological 

and biological. The age perspective used most frequently in the Social Sciences is 

chronological age. Chronological age is age conceptualised as a measure of the passage 

of time. For example, when a person describes their age as 18 or 50, they are reporting 

their chronological age. Eckert observes, ‘to the Western social scientist, chronological 

age is age’ (1998, Section 3. Approaches to Age, para. 1, original emphasis). This 

chronological approach to age has been adopted in applied linguistics and TESOL 

research.  
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In contrast to the chronological age perspective is a post-structuralist perspective that 

sees age as socially constructed through discourse (Andrew, 2012; Coupland,1997). 

According to Coupland (1997) routine conversational talk is age-constitutive and in 

this sense contributes to the social construction of age. For example, age category 

discourses and cohort membership discourses also contribute to the social construction 

of age. The terminology used to describe population cohorts such as ‘baby boomers’ or 

‘digital natives’ rely on an understanding of shared experiences and characteristics 

presumed to be held by people grouped together by chronological age.  

 

Age identities are closely intertwined with position on a life course, or ‘life stage’ 

(Bytheway, 2011). The ‘life course’ refers to institutionally and normatively embedded 

action (Mayer, 2009). It implies movement through various stages of life, from birth to 

death. This perspective divides the life course into age categories; for example, 

childhood and adolescence. Additionally, it divides the life course into various stages 

of family membership; for example, ‘being, single, independent and working, being a 

parent of young children, or being an ‘empty nester’ (those whose adult children have 

recently left home)’ (AUCD, downloaded 31 January 2018). This perspective presents 

family membership roles and the life course as co-constitutive. Life course stages are a 

type of socially constructed age (Bytheway, 2011, p. 31). Thus, terms such as single, 

married, parent, or grandparent, all implicitly construct age, as do gendered terms such 

as mother and grandfather. 

 

In the field of TESOL, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, Andrew (2012) is the only 

author to have explicitly addressed socially constructed age. She adopted a post-

structuralist position in her research into the age experience of English as a foreign 

language students at a university in Mexico. Andrew concluded that age can be 

constructed socially, and presents an analysis in which ‘age’ is conceptualised as a 

performance, achieved through such matters as choice of clothing, behaviour and 

discourse, references to one’s own age or another’s age in conversation, and so on. This 

paper draws on Andrew’s (2012) definition of socially constructed age as a  ‘discursive 

process whereby people give meaning to the experience of aging and create their age 

identity through their interaction with each other’ (Andrew, 2012, p. 44). It therefore 

focuses on the participants’ accounts of their age and experiences, rather than focusing 

on chronological age. Although Andrew is the only author to have explicitly dealt with 



 5 

age as socially constructed in the field, it has been implicitly dealt with by researchers 

working in Japanese higher education contexts, such as Appleby (2013) and Nagatomo 

(2012, 2015). 

 

Both Appleby (2013) and Nagatomo (2015) consider the implications of social 

identities for their participant’s professional identities, particularly in the application of 

participants’ life stage as social identity. Life stage references can be used to construct 

age, for example singleness, getting married, becoming a parent and so on are 

discursively used to construct age identities (Bytheway, 2011). Appleby argues that 

marriage has a central place in the social construction of professional identities for 

white male English language teachers working in Japan, because marriage ‘was 

discursively associated with maturity, fidelity, family and civic responsibilities’ (p.17, 

emphasis added). Furthermore, she suggests, 

 

‘practices associated with singleness were attached to a ‘past self’, and how the 

subsequent transition [of the English teacher] to marriage was produced as a 

normative condition of adulthood.’ (p. 7, emphasis added).  

 

For Appleby’s male participants marriage and parenthood were conflated with maturity 

and commitment, both at work and in their personal lives. Here gender and life stage 

are two intertwined aspects of professional identity construction.  

 

In a manner similar to Appleby (2013), both Park (2009) and Nagatomo (2015) consider 

their participants’ life stages in their narrative studies of TESOL teacher professional 

identity. Nagatomo (2015) is a longitudinal narrative study of a female high school 

English teacher in Japan who later progresses to university teaching. The participant’s 

identity transition to motherhood is shown to have negative ramifications for her 

professional identity, eventually forcing her to leave a school she had worked at for 

many years. Marriage and motherhood also feature in the work of Park (2009). Park’s 

study involves a female MA TESOL graduate student whose identity as a mother and 

wife cause her to follow her husband abroad to America where she begins a new career 

as a Korean language instructor. At all times the participant’s career choices and options 

were made in response to her husband’s career aspirations. Thus Park’s research 

demonstrates how ‘women’s educational and professional pursuits are also viewed as 
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temporary and unimportant in relation to those of men’ (Park, 2009, p.184). In contrast 

to the positive manner in which the male participants in Appleby (2013) are able to 

mobilise a ‘mature’ professional identity through marriage, and in some cases 

parenthood, the experiences of the female participants in Park (2009) and Nagatomo 

(2015) illustrate a different and gendered trajectory of professional identity. The three 

studies report different outcomes for male and female TESOL teachers when they 

become parents: male teachers are perceived to be more mature and committed 

(Appleby, 2013) while female teachers are asked to prioritize familial responsibility 

over professional career development (Nagamoto, 2015; Park 2009).  

 

In TESOL research, studies on age tends to focus on the issue of ageism in employment 

practices. In response to incidents of ageism reported on social media, Templer (2003) 

called for research to address ageism in TESOL employment practices globally. 

Morgan (2009) discussed a student research project that reported age discrimination on 

a global level in TESOL industry employment practices in Canada. Similar practices of 

institutionalised ageism were reported by Porcaro (2016) sharing his personal 

experience of the effects of concerning mandatory retirement regulations on his career 

teaching at universities in Japan. He reported the existence of an ‘affronting, asinine 

assumption that older teachers lack the energy, motivation, and innovation of younger 

teachers and thus must be replaced in their positions by those presumed to be better 

because they are younger’ (p. 135). These three studies all report on ageism directed at 

English teachers in the latter part of their careers. Although ageism is most commonly 

used to refer to discriminatory attitudes and practices directed at the middle-aged and 

elderly (Gullette, 2004, 2011), it is also possible for younger people to be victims of 

ageism if age is the criterion used to deny them fair treatment. Therefore, in this study 

ageism is understood as  ‘negative attitudes or behaviours toward an individual solely 

based on that person’s age’ (Greenberg, Schimel, & Mertens, 2002, p. 27).   

 

The current literature suggests that at present there are only a few studies dealing with 

socially constructed age and language teachers, let alone its application from a critical 

gender perspective. This leaves a gap in the literature with regard to LTI, age and gender, 

a gap that the present study seeks to fill. 

 

Methodology 
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The Japanese context 

The academic workforce in tertiary institutions in Japan is largely homogenous in terms 

of ethnicity, and about 80% of academics working at tertiary institutions in Japan are 

male (MEXT, 2018). Hicks (2013) estimates that even English language departments 

in Japan have a male majority, a situation quite unlike that of language departments in 

most industrialised western countries where women predominate.  

 

In Japan, it is also not illegal to specify desirable age ranges for job positions in higher 

education in job advertisements. Furthermore, a general understanding of the accepted 

career trajectory is age-related. Arimoto (2015) describes an academic’s typical 

curriculum vitae as including ‘doctoral studies leading to a PhD at around 30 years of 

age, a career path of appointments and promotions, through grades of assistant, lecturer, 

associate professor, and professor’, (p. 2). Age is also a relevant factor in professional 

development when ‘tenure is generally offered when a person in their 20s or 30s is 

hired as an assistant professor’ (Nagatomo, 2012: p.34). Currently mandatory 

retirement age at universities generally ranges from 60 to 70 years of age (Arimoto, 

2016).  

 

Procedures 

A narrative inquiry approach has been adopted in this study (Barkhuizen, Benson & 

Chik, 2014; Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). The data in this study were primarily 

collected through semi-structured interviews conducted in 2017, in which the 

participants recounted their professional histories, along with reflections on work and 

teaching at different ages. Embedded within their stories were smaller stories of 

interactions with colleagues and students. The data also included follow-up e-mails, a 

demographic questionnaire and researcher memos. In addition, the participants drew 

pictorial representations of their careers to date, and provided hand written timelines of 

their lives including key dates for both personal and professional events. 

 

The interviews began with a question designed to elicit a brief life history. The 

interview items then moved to focus more directly on the aspects of life experience, 

teaching practices and professional development most relevant to the research 

questions (Zhao et al, 2010). All interviews concluded with questions designed to elicit 

commentary from the participants on what they perceived to be the connection, or 
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otherwise, between their age and their teaching experiences and professional 

development. 

 

All interviews were conducted by the first author in English. The interviews were 

initially transcribed by a third party professional transcription company. The transcripts 

were reviewed by the first author while listening to the audio recordings, making 

alterations and corrections as necessary. In this study, transcription was not done with 

the detail usually associated with conversation analysis. Instead, the intent was to 

undertake narrative analysis and subsequently the transcription was completed with a 

focus on meaning (Barkhuizen et al., 2014). The participants were provided with copies 

of the transcript and offered the opportunity to comment or make amendments where 

they felt appropriate. In some instances, amendments and deletions were made in 

accordance with participant wishes.  

 

This study posits that developing understanding of the research phenomenon is a co-

construction process resulting from the interactions between researchers and 

participants, and that researchers are an integral contributor to the outcome (Gill & 

Goodson, 2011; Talmy, 2010). Like the participants in this study, the first author in this 

study works at a tertiary institution in Japan and has been living in Japan for 18 years. 

Furthermore, the first author’s English ‘native speaker’ status, age, gender (female) and 

nationality (Australian) have influenced the data collected during the study. 

 

The present study is comprised of four participant cases (2 males and 2 females, see 

Table 1) that are presented as ‘narrative portraits’ (Aneja, 2016). These narrative 

portraits were constructed in light of the analytical focus on age and gender. The four 

participants represent widely different backgrounds and identities of TESOL teachers 

through which professional identities of faculty working at tertiary institutions in Japan 

can be explored. Participation in the study was based on informed consent and 

fulfilment of the requirements specified in the invitation to participate. To clarify, to be 

eligible the participants had to be working in higher education in Japan and have work 

duties that included teaching English. Teachers of various ages, genders and 

nationalities were interviewed. The non-Japanese participants who appear in the study 

were coincidentally all Caucasian and from inner-circle Anglophone countries (Kachru, 

1985). 
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Analysis 

The data analysis method used in this study, narrative analysis, was shaped by the 

research questions and the qualitative approach taken. Narrative analysis involves 

analysis of narrative data created through the research process (Polkinghorne, 1995). In 

the present study interviews were used to construct professional history narratives of 

the participants, which was then used as data. 

  

 Our analysis of the data draws on Andrew (2012) and Coupland (1997) and thereby 

utilises an understanding of age as a discursive achievement. The narrative accounts of 

the participants lives, co-constructed through the interview process with the first author 

are not supposed to be a reflection of an external or objective reality; but are assumed 

to be part of discursive practices that construct the individual as a particular type of 

individual, a complex of age, gender and other contextually relevant identities. 

 

Data analysis involved five steps. First, reading and re-reading the transcripts using an 

understanding of the Japanese context and with a focus on data related to the research 

questions. Some preliminary analytical memos were generated at this point concerning 

the main themes to emerge in the data. The memos were written on paper and filed with 

the participants’ transcripts. Second, the data were configured into brief, draft life 

history narrative storylines for each participant. The narratives included contextual data 

and highlighted aspects of teacher identity and the dimension of age relevant to the 

focus of this study. They were then forwarded to the participants for comment, and 

amendments were made where requested. Third, the paper copies of the transcripts were 

re-read, and descriptive codes were noted in the margins (Saldana, 2009). Fourth, the 

data were uploaded to NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software, and subsequently 

coded. The initial codes used in this step were drawn from the initial analytic memos 

and readings of the transcripts. This process resulted in the further addition and 

refinement of the descriptive codes and themes used in the analysis. The two authors 

agreed on the coding. Fifth, after the initial NVivo coding and analysis, the analysis 

was further developed. The life stories were viewed through the lens of the themes 

developed through coding and through application of a social constructionist view of 

age. 
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Findings 

We start with narrative portraits to construct participants’ understanding of age in 

relation to their professional identities. Due to starkly different backgrounds and life 

experiences the narrative portraits are of different lengths. 

 

Yuta (Male, 28)  

Yuta, a Japanese national, largely grew up in Japan but developed an interest in learning 

languages after a year spent abroad as a primary school student. He majored in TESOL 

as an undergraduate and started to work part-time teaching English at two high schools 

when he was a graduate student. At that time some students behaved disrespectfully in 

his classes, thinking that he would not know how to deal with them due to his apparent 

youth and lack of experience. At the time of our interview Yuta was undertaking PhD 

studies full-time while teaching part-time at two universities. Recently married, he was 

working and studying hard to complete his PhD in a timely manner, with the aim of 

securing a tenured position that would assist him to support a family: 

 

Yuta I don’t know whether it relates to your research, but I got married in 

2016. 

Sarah  Ah, right. 

Yuta Yes, so maybe it… It gave me kind of motivation to become a researcher, 

more like to earn money. (Interview, 2017 August 28th) 

 

 

His story culminates at a time when his previous troubles with disrespectful students 

are now well behind him, and he is looking forward to securing full-time, permanent 

employment in the future.  

 

When discussing his age in the context of teaching English, Yuta positioned himself as 

young compared with other university teachers and described incidents of himself 

effectively using technology in his classes to capture students’ attention. He contrasted 

his own youthful age identity with that of older teachers who, he said, may be less 

technologically knowledgeable than he is. However, he did not indicate any problems 

in his relationships with older teachers and only referred to discussions with them in 

which they helpfully offered teaching advice. 
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Yuta described his teacher identity metaphorically as an ‘older friend’, but emphasized 

that the age difference was not large: 

 

 I realised that I have some advantages that they [older teachers] don’t have. Like, 

I felt that students feel really close, I mean, “oh, that teacher will maybe 

understand what we are thinking”. (Interview, 2017 August 28th) 

 

 This excerpt illustrates Yuta’s sense that the students identify with him because of their 

similar age identities. 

 

Alexandra (Female, 36) 

Alexandra grew up in an English-speaking country and arrived in Japan in her twenties 

to teach as an assistant English teacher in high schools on the Japan Exchange and 

Teaching (JET) program. Upon arrival in Japan, she soon got married and started a 

master’s degree in TESOL. After completing her degree she worked at the tertiary level 

at a couple of universities. Her story was one of a productive working life characterised 

by frequent presentations and publications. She had decided not to have children in 

order to focus on her career. At the time of our interview she had recently begun a 

doctoral program. Alexandra allied herself with a young, academically well-qualified 

cohort of native English speaker teachers (NESTs) whom she contrasted to an older, 

less qualified NEST teacher cohort.  

 

Similar to Yuta, Alexandra contrasted her lively teaching style to that of older teachers, 

and moreover ‘I feel like I connect more with my students (than older teachers) because 

I’m closer in age to them in a lot of ways.’ She commented that as a young person she 

has knowledge of youth pop culture, for example music and fashion, and that this is an 

advantage in building close relationships with students.  

 

She did not experience any difficulty with students concerning her age but did report 

considerable difficulty with colleagues at her present university. Alexandra constructed 

her identity as ‘young’ in the context of her work environment and compared herself 

with her colleagues who, unlike her, are mostly ‘in their fifties and sixties. Most of the 

male tenured, like the non-Japanese tenured faculty, they’re all within ten years of 
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retirement’. Alexandra commented that many of the faculty members would have 

children in the same age bracket as her.  

 

Alexandra reported experiencing a tension at work concerning her age. She expressed 

an impression that young teachers were not considered real teachers by other faculty 

members, ‘because we’re not old’. Alexandra recounted a comment made about her age 

by a colleague: 

 

Someone once told me that like, my actual age is 36 but my social age is in my 

20s. I don’t know what that means, I think it was meant as an insult. (Interview, 

2017 February 16th) 

 

She also connected her gender with the lack of respect she received from colleagues: 

 

And the combination of me being similar in age, or very close in age to 

some of their children, and considering myself their equal, and being a 

woman, some of them can’t handle it. (Interview, 2017 February 16th) 

 

 

She indicated her resistance to this positioning of her by colleagues: 

Being young and a woman I think is a bit of a double whammy. And so, people 

not taking you seriously… I grew up in an environment where I’m, as a woman, 

fully capable of doing whatever I want to do, and I believe that I am an equal 

and I should be treated as an equal, and I will act as if I am equal. (Interview, 

2017 February 16th) 

 

In an effort to escape the stifling and infantilizing atmosphere of her present department 

Alexandra had decided to leave her job. At the time of our interview Alexandra had just 

accepted a position at a new university and was looking forward to the move, despite 

the fact that her new salary would be lower than at her present institution. 

 

Anthony (Male, 45) 

Anthony graduated with two degrees in an English-speaking country and first worked 

abroad teaching English in another Asian country. Eventually, after considerable 
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language teaching experience in both his home country and abroad, Anthony had 

arrived in Japan in his thirties. He married and obtained a master’s degree, and at the 

time of our interview he had recently completed doctoral studies and been offered a 

tenured position at his institution.  

 

In our interview Anthony explicitly positioned himself as ‘middle-aged’ and a member 

of the Generation X cohort. He connected middle age and its attendant physical 

characteristics such as greying hair and ‘carrying myself a little differently now’ with 

garnering more respect from the students than he had experienced at a younger age and 

with fewer discipline issues in the classroom. He contrasted his present favourable 

situation with that of colleagues younger than himself, saying the students respond 

more positively to him, ‘They (the students) just get that I'm older’. Anthony also 

connected age with experience. He mentioned telling the students about the extent of 

his experience as a teacher: 

 

And when I tell them I've been teaching 21 years, which is in some cases older 

than the students themselves, they just get it. They get that … you basically had 

a life in a job longer than the life they’ve had on this planet. (Interview, 2017 

March 17th) 

 

Like Alexandra, Anthony also indicated his age was relevant to his employability. He 

commented in general about his future employment prospects and whether he is likely 

to experience disruption: 

 

Twenty-one years teaching experience, three countries, quite a few publications 

behind me, soon to be five university degrees, not 60 plus, I think it's okay. 

(Interview, 2017 March 17th) 

 

 

 

Anthony’s comments indicated a level of security with his professional 

accomplishments and age identity and a high level of congruity between his self-

perceived age identity and that accorded him by his institution and students. 
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Hina (Female, 56) 

Hina, a Japanese national, had first graduated from a two-year vocational school 

majoring in English. She then worked, married and became a mother, and eventually 

spent nine years in the United States, following her husband there after a transfer by his 

company. Although she did not initially intend to become an English teacher Hina 

undertook considerable tertiary studies while in America, and eventually acquired a 

master’s degree in TESOL. After teaching ESL at an American university for eighteen 

months she returned to Japan with her family and was teaching part-time at a few 

tertiary institutions at the time of our interview. She had decided not to enter a doctorate 

program on her return to Japan due to the expenses involved. 

 

Hina answered that she was an older adult when asked about her age category. Unlike 

the other participants, Hina seemed visibly uncomfortable about answering the question, 

as evidenced in her response: 

 

 I don't want to, I don't want to probably… I prefer not to admit it, but anyway, 

I'm kind of between these (pointing to a space between “middle aged” and 

“senior” on the list of age category words she had previously written). 

(Interview, 2017 March 28th) 

 

Hina’s discomfort with discussing her age identity was further made apparent in other 

comments throughout our interview and in our general conversation before and after 

the recording. She noted that she was concerned she might be the oldest participant in 

the study and made disparaging comments about her own age in relation to the 

interviewer’s age (47). Her comments seem to be indicative of having adopted negative 

discourses concerning age in her society, not dissimilar to those found in the west 

(Gullette, 2004, 2011). 

 

Like Anthony, Hina also connected age with experience and furthermore reported that 

she told her students about her teaching experiences at other universities to bolster her 

credibility. When asked about her age and teaching English she said her experience 

helped her to be patient with students. However, she also described interactions with 

disrespectful students that were age constitutive, relying as they did on a generational 

view of age:  
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 I teach students that are my son's age, just like, you know, they treat me probably 

as a mother. I treat them as a child. Maybe (they think), “Oh, Hina you're too 

old, you don't think about anything!” 

… 

 So really, I say (to the students) something… “Oh, I know how your parents 

feel about such a kind of attitude? Probably because I understand your parents 

more.” Something like that. But anyway, so I prefer not for the, you know, I 

prefer not for students to think that way. (Interview, 2017 March 28th) 

 

Hina did not refer to university mandatory retirement regulations during our discussion 

of retirement. She mentioned that she was already reducing her working hours to care 

for her parents who were in poor health. She expected to do so further in the future for 

the same reason. 

 

Age identity in the workplace 

The participants established their age identity through comparison with colleagues in 

other age groups; furthermore, they established identities as ‘good teachers’ by 

contrasting their age identity with teachers of other age groups. All participants took 

the position that their present age was an asset in their relationships with students. They 

discursively connected age with experience, emotional rapport with students, and 

classroom management skills. Yuta and Alexandra argued that their relative youth 

enabled a range of teaching advantages, such as technological savvy, pop culture 

knowledge and a vigorous and energetic teaching style. On the other hand, Hina and 

Anthony positioned themselves as having patience, gravitas and authority in their 

classrooms. 

 

The participants constructed their age in relation to both students and colleagues, 

however, there was a striking lack of correspondence between chronological age and 

the age identities that some of the participants indicated. Yuta, already in his late 

twenties, and Alexandra, although almost a decade older than Yuta, were both 

constructed as young in the professional context. Yuta and Alexandra both suggested 

that their youth helped students to feel close to them and that this was a positive feature 

of their teaching identity. ‘Youth’ being constructed to his disadvantage only 
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manifested very early in Yuta’s teaching career, in the form of lack of respect directed 

at him by students, although this appeared to have been of relatively short duration. By 

the time of our interview Yuta was constructing a positive youthful age identity through 

comparisons with older colleagues.  

 

Unlike Yuta, Alexandra resisted her  ‘youth’ identity, and especially when combined 

with being disadvantaged as a female academic. Alexandra construed it as negatively 

impacting her working life, and also possibly forming a component of a characterisation 

of her that made relationships with colleagues difficult. Ultimately, Alexandra chose to 

leave that particular institution for another university where she felt she would be 

valued, and treated as another ‘professional’, rather than being infantilized. Despite 

being married, Alexandra did not appear to have been able to mobilise the motivated 

and mature adult identity that facilitated the career progression of the male participants 

in Appleby (2013). This supports the contention of Nagatomo (2012, 2016) and Park 

(2009) that career trajectories in TESOL are gendered, and that gender identity 

mediates the experience of other identities, such as age. 

 

The broad demographic context is also significant. Alexandra’s comments about the 

large number of older teachers at her workplace reflect a growing trend in universities 

across Japan. The aging population is having an impact on the composition of the 

workforce in Japanese universities, a fact described by Arimoto (2016, p. 274) as the 

‘phenomenon of increasing aging of professors’. Despite being in the latter half of her 

thirties Alexandra appears to have been positioned as young in this context. Her 

narrative of struggle also implicates her position in the age hierarchy of her university, 

and possibly her gender, in the negative outcome she experienced. While she was 

chronologically at an age acceptable to the institution for recruitment, paradoxically her 

age was socially constructed to her disadvantage in the particular social milieu of her 

department.  

 

The young age identities as socially constructed in the case of Yuta and Alexandra can 

be contrasted with the more mature identities presented by Anthony and Hina.  Anthony 

constructed a powerful mature masculine identity firmly situated in middle-age. 

Anthony connected middle-age and its attendant physical characteristics with an 

increase in authority, garnering more respect from the students, and having fewer 
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discipline issues in the classroom. In Anthony’s case the increase in respect shown to 

him by students as he aged suggested his age was currently constructed to his advantage.  

 

Although Hina’s socially constructed age identity was older than that of Anthony, being 

somewhere between middle-aged and ‘senior’, it was not necessarily connected with 

increased respect from students, and in fact she recounted stories of them showing 

disrespect and challenging her authority as a teacher. She identified with the point of 

view of the university students’ parents whom she presumed had expectations of good 

behaviour from their children, and authoritative parental roles as disciplinarians. Hina 

drew on the parent (mother) metaphor to shore up her position of generational distance 

and authority, although this seemed ultimately unsuccessful.  

 

Discussion 

As defined in the literature review, this study takes the stance that ageism reflects 

‘negative attitudes or behaviours toward an individual solely based on that person’s age’ 

(Greenberg, Schimel, & Mertens, 2002, p. 27). The findings above reveal negative 

attitudes or behaviours due to their age were experienced by some of the participants, 

but that the women experienced these more significantly than the men. These findings 

confirm the findings of other studies of English language teachers working in higher 

education (Appleby, 2013; Nagatomo, 2012, 2015; Park, 2009) that age and gender 

contribute to professional identity but that women experience their age more negatively 

than men in this respect. 

 

At the time of the interviews both Yuta and Anthony, although about two decades apart 

in age, presented positive empowering age identities. Yuta’s age, constructed through 

his life-stage as a married man, motivates him to progress his career and obtain a 

doctorate. Anthony’s narrative is also untroubled. His age identity, discursively 

constructed through references to his Generation X cohort, and through explicit 

references to being middle aged and grey haired, is presented as unproblematic in his 

position at his institution and empowering in his relationships with students. Their age 

identities act to facilitate positive professional identities and experiences. 

 

On the other hand, Alexandra and Hina, also separated by two decades, reported that 

they experienced negative age identities; their stories indicate age identities not 
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constructed to their advantage, whether this is by their students as in the case of Hina, 

or by colleagues or institutions as in the case of Alexandra. Alexandra was infantilized 

by colleagues but resisted this construction by leaving her workplace; Hina, however, 

seemed to adopt a negative attitude toward her age, perhaps reflecting societal attitudes 

discussed by Gulette (2004; 2011). In Hina’s case, she was expected to take on the main 

carer role when her children were younger, and now she is also expected to be the main 

carer to her aging parents.  

 

The most incontestable manifestation of age construction to disadvantage English 

language teachers working at tertiary institutions in Japan appears to be the mandatory 

age of retirement set by the institutions (Porcaro, 2016). At the time of our interviews, 

Hina was seeking neither full-time nor tenure track employment. Hina cited financial 

reasons for not pursuing a doctorate degree. Investing in a doctorate only makes sense 

if it is possible to recoup one’s investment through paid employment. However, Hina 

would be unlikely to recoup investment in a doctorate if her working life would shortly 

be curtailed by an age-defined mandatory retirement policy, and institutional policies 

concerning recruitment may also make it unlikely she would be employed full-time 

even with a doctorate.  

 

Although men also experience the impact of retirement age in curtailing the length of 

their working lives Hina’s late start at an academic career, due to her child-raising 

activities, exacerbates its effect on her career trajectory. Her narrative indicates that the 

move to America, in support of her husband’s career, allowed her to develop the 

necessary English language skills for a career in TESOL, while paradoxically, her 

primary role as a mother and wife meant that her career could not follow a standard 

(male) trajectory. Moreover, Hina’s employment status, as a part-time and contingent 

worker, meant that should her elderly or ailing relatives require further support from 

family, Hina would be the most obvious choice to do so, rather than her husband. Her 

lack of a doctorate, in an increasingly competitive Japanese academic job market 

(Wadden & Hale, 2019), means that Hina is likely to remain in contingent and part-

time employment. In many respects Hina’s story mirrors the story of the participant in 

Park (2009), and similar conclusions as to the intersection of gender and life stage can 

be drawn. Park’s participant’s career choices and options were made in response to her 

husband’s career developments and likewise so were Hina’s choices. Her educational 
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and professional development were circumscribed by her gendered life stage, and 

ultimately curtailed as she reached a mature age identity.  

 

 To return to the first research question, ‘How is age identity constructed in the 

Japanese higher education workplace?’ age was constructed discursively through 

references to physical appearance, cohorts, the use of metaphors, and comparisons with 

students and teachers of different ages and life stages. To answer the second question, 

‘How is age identity perceived by male and female TESOL teachers?’ age identity was 

used by both male and female teachers to discursively position themselves as good 

teachers. Age identity was constructed in interaction with colleagues as well as with 

students. In terms of career trajectory age identity was perceived as motivating, 

empowering and largely unproblematic for the male participants, whereas this could 

hardly be said to be the case for the female participants. In answer to the third question, 

“What implications does a gendered construction of age identity have for their 

professional identities?” our research indicates that these socially constructed age 

identities had a material impact on the teachers’ lives because they were seen to be 

related to educational and employment options and possibilities. The implication is that 

age can be constructed either to a teacher’s advantage or disadvantage, depending on 

the context and the interplay of multiple identities such as gender, class, race and ‘native 

speaker’ status. The present study suggests however, that the interrelationship of gender 

with age has a strong role in perpetuating negative professional identities for female 

teachers.    

 

Conclusion 

The participants’ age identities, performed throughout their lives as teachers, were 

discursively constructed as facilitators of their teaching efficacy. The performance of 

age was conceptualised as achieving either emotional closeness to students or respect 

and acquiescence from students. The position that socially constructed age is an 

important identity that contributes to professional identity was substantiated by the 

findings. The present study confirmed previous findings in the field that social identities 

are significant in the construction of professional identities (Appleby, 2013; Nagatomo, 

2012, 2015; Park, 2009; Simon-Maeda, 2004; Varghese et. al., 2005). Furthermore, it 

expanded the field through an explicit analysis of professional identity through the lens 
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of socially constructed age as developed in the works of Andrew (2012) and Coupland 

(1997). 

 

Another social identity, gender, could not be isolated from age identity in the analysis. 

The two male participants both experienced positive and empowering age identities 

whereas the two female participants experienced negative age identities. In this sense 

gender significantly intersects with age and affects career trajectory. Indeed, the men 

and women who participated in the study had vastly different career trajectories. It 

would appear that the ‘standard career trajectory’ identified by Arimoto (2015) in the 

review of literature above is not a gender-free path in which women and men are equally 

able to participate and progress uninterrupted by family, marriage or child-care 

responsibilities. Hina’s career progress would seem to be a stark reminder of this fact. 

Moreover, even in the absence of children or elderly parents to care for, age identity 

was not necessarily unproblematic. Alexandra had purposefully avoided motherhood 

to focus on her career, but nonetheless experienced challenges to her professional 

identity by her colleagues. While Yuta’s identity as a married man was constructed as 

a career motivating factor, Alexandra’s married status did not warrant her a positive 

and mature image among her older colleagues.  

 

As indicated in the work of Morgan (2009) and Templer (2003) Japan does not stand 

alone as an age sensitive society. A key implication is therefore that deviating from the 

normative progression of work and life, as is often the case when women leave 

employment to follow spouses in international career postings, or to care for children 

and elderly family members, may make it difficult to develop and maintain a teaching 

career in academia for women in many countries. We believe this should be addressed 

by language teacher educators and trainers who wish to incorporate gender issues into 

their curriculum. The findings will be of particular interest to pre-service teachers 

considering a career in TESOL in higher education in Japan, or other similar contexts, 

and we believe the topic warrants further study. Further research could investigate how 

age and gender interrelate in different teaching contexts. For example, teachers working 

at private conversation schools or engaged in teaching young learners may well 

construct their identities differently. Also, studies in different cultural contexts may be 

fruitful in the exploration of how age and gender identities are perceived, 

communicated and enacted in language education. The present study was limited to the 
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collection of interview data and it is suggested that ethnographic research would be 

useful as a means to capture such identity formation both in the classroom and the 

faculty lounge. 

 

Findings from this study are significant because of its original focus: socially 

constructed age as an element of LTI, and the interrelationship of age identity with 

gender identity.  The research has advanced the field of LTI through the implementation 

of a social constructionist perspective on age and identity, in parallel with the 

conceptualisations of gendered and racialised teacher identities. As Andrew (2012) 

writes, ‘People construct age in discursive interaction, drawing on the cultural 

discourses available to them to position themselves and to position others’ (p. 152) a 

point illustrated by the cases presented in this article.  
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Table 1  

The participants 

Participant 

(pseudonyms) 

Age  Nationality Sex Years 

Teaching 

Position Degree 

Yuta 

 

28 J male 3 1/2 Part-time at 

two 

institutions 

MA* 

Alexandra 36 F female 13 Professor 

 

(Untenured) 

MA* 

Anthony 45 F male 21 Professor 

(Tenured) 

PhD 

Hina 56 J 

 

female 7 Part-time at 

various 

institutions 

MA 

Note. J=Japanese, F=From an inner circle Anglophone country (Kachru, 1985) 

*Enrolled in a PhD program at the time of the study 

 

 


